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			Agent Cooper Dayton and his partner, Oliver Park, are going undercover—at a retreat for couples who need counseling. They do say the best cover story is one that’s close to the truth...

			Agent Cooper Dayton is almost relieved to get a phone call from his former boss at the Bureau of Special Investigations. It means a temporary reprieve from tensions created by house hunting with Oliver Park, his partner both in work and in life. Living together in a forever home is exactly what Cooper wants. He’s just not keen on working out the details.

			With a former alpha werewolf missing, Cooper and Park are loaned to the BSI to conduct the search at a secluded mountain retreat. The agents will travel to the resort undercover...as a couple in need of counseling.

			The resort is picturesque, the grounds are stunning and the staff members are all suspicious as hell.

			With a long list of suspects and danger lurking around every cabin, Cooper should be focusing on the case. But he’s always been anxious about the power dynamics in his relationship with Park, and participating in the couples’ activities at the retreat brings it all to the surface. A storm is brewing, though, and Cooper and Park must rush to solve the case before the weather turns. Or before any more guests—or the agents themselves—end up dead.

			Follow Agents Dayton and Park’s romance from the beginning. Read the first book in the Big Bad Wolf series, The Wolf at the Door, available now from Carina Press!

			This book is approximately 84,000 words

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!

		
	
		
			Also available from Charlie Adhara
and Carina Press

			The Big Bad Wolf series

			Suggested reading order: 

			The Wolf at the Door

			The Wolf at Bay

			Thrown to the Wolves 

			Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing

			And stay tuned for the next book 
in the Big Bad Wolf series by Charlie Adhara,
coming soon!
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			In memory of Jane,
a true romantic whose unwavering love and kindness were one of a kind.
We miss you.
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			“... You tricked me,” cried the Little Blue Wolf. “You tricked me and now you have stolen my tail! Without it I can never go home.”

			The Monster in the Mountain laughed. “Silly little wolf. Did you really think you could sleep in the mouth of a monster and not get bit?”

			—Excerpt from a North American werewolf fable. Date and author unknown.

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			The fact that he was here could only mean one thing: something had gone terribly wrong. He had missed some moment, some crucial crossroads when he could have stopped this. Spoken up, asked the right question, been the voice of reason. But he’d said nothing. Perhaps...perhaps he was as equally to blame for this as anyone.

			Cooper Dayton took a deep, calming breath, steeling himself for what was to come. What had to come. Part of him, a big part, just wanted to run out the kitchen door and not stop until he was safely ensconced in his own familiar little apartment. But there was no avoiding this now. Nowhere he could hide. They’d already gone too far.

			Cooper walked quietly across the slick marble floor—white with some natural gray veins running through the stone and polished into an unearthly gleam. He could see his own reflection, a dark harbinger staring woefully back up at him, mocking him.

			You’re dooooomed, his reflection said.

			“Ditto,” Cooper said, which shut his reflection up real quick.

			Cooper slowed as he got closer to the...doorway? Archway? Stone pillared gateway between kitchen and what was nominally a foyer but quite clearly wanted nothing more than to grow up to be a ballroom. It had two sweeping staircases, curved toward each other like open arms. Why? So that people walking up and people walking down never had to make eye contact? For the optimal choreography of big musical numbers?

			He could hear voices across the foyer-call-me-ballroom where a set of large French doors stood partially open and led to a stone veranda. As quietly as possible, Cooper made his way toward the voices, taking the long way around the room. A very long way, indeed. To walk across the center of the room under the massive skylights and second floor balcony felt too exposed. Too...bright. Cooper surreptitiously checked behind himself just to make sure he wasn’t trailing mud from his shoes. Or tears from his eyes.

			The voices on the patio had gotten louder, more distinct, and again Cooper hesitated in the doorway so that he could observe the man who had gotten him into this mess.

			Oliver Park often looked magnificent. Tall, fit, broad-shouldered, sure, whatever. But that sort of stuff meant very little without the easygoing confidence he exuded. He was a man who knew his own strength and never felt the need to posture it. Cooper took in Park’s wide-legged stance on the intricate outdoor tiled mosaic, the way his hair gleamed dark and shiny in the blazing summer sun. He looked like some kind of lord of the manor surveying his lands. The man to Park’s left chatted on and on about saltwater pool maintenance from a slightly more distant position than most conversations took place. Subconsciously or not, even humans picked up on the deadly power that lay, relaxed and unbothered, within Park.

			Cooper almost regretted being the one to bother the shit out of him. Almost. But if Lord Park here thought Cooper was going to live in a house with a motherfucking ballroom, he had another thing coming.

			“Hey.” Cooper stepped out onto the patio and noticed the other man—Josh Dolan, their unsettlingly friendly real estate agent—startle, then recover and grin brightly at him.

			Park didn’t even blink. But Park had probably tracked Cooper’s every movement through the house and been making notes about the rate of his breathing and pulse in his little lemon-colored notebook, to be deciphered with Dolan later. Cooper hoped there was a record of the minor cardiac arrest he’d had seeing the master suite that was roughly the size of his entire current apartment.

			“So what do we think? Incredible, right?” Josh asked, reaching out to clap Cooper on the arm. He was a tallish guy, too, around Cooper’s height, and obviously took great care to look as buff as he possibly could. His physique was like a children’s costume standing next to Park. “I was just telling Oll here how lucky we are she hasn’t sold yet. This amount of space? In this neighborhood? Incredible. We’ve already had some offers. But I was like, hold on now, my guys are gonna love this place! Let them get their shot!”

			Cooper blinked slowly and attempted his best blank-faced Park impression. Josh was almost aggressively enthusiastic about not just the houses, but Cooper and Park as well. Everything was incredible.

			You guys are incredible. The privacy you get here is incredible. Oll, buddy, your eye for the finer things is incredible. It raised Cooper’s natural suspicion and he couldn’t help but think Josh was overcompensating for some underlying discomfort. It was unclear whether the discomfort came from them as a couple, the natural uneasiness Park seemed to inspire in certain types of self-labeled “macho” men in particular, or if it was in reaction to Cooper’s 24/7 scowl that had not lifted since Park had first introduced them last month. Whatever the reason, Josh spent every house tour tripping over himself to be best buds with “his guys.” Just one of the ways Cooper noticed Park’s money and perceived status protecting them. Josh knew where his bread was buttered. And the moment Park had walked into the upscale real estate agent’s with a file of demands, he’d been treated like a goddamn creamery.

			And Cooper was...the visiting milkman? Head dairy farmer? Transient cow?

			You are his alpha.

			Whatever the ever-living fuck that was supposed to mean.

			Park was analyzing him carefully and Cooper pulled his thoughts together. One hurdle at a time. And unless he wanted to spend his next day off touring the Palace of Versailles while Park wondered if perhaps what it was missing was more gilded windows, he was going to have to confront this hurdle right now.

			“So!” Josh clapped his hands together. “Are we signing here? Or should we get some celebratory drinks, first round on me?”

			Cooper smiled tightly. “Can I talk to you, Oll?”

			Park raised an eyebrow, but Josh just clapped his hands together again. “Of course, of course! I’ll leave you guys to chat. Don’t forget, we’ve got that other place on Beech Street. Do you guys play tennis?” He swung an imaginary racket a couple times while backing into the house, then pointed at them. “Think about it!”

			Once Josh was gone, Cooper gave Park a long look, then walked past him, a little farther out onto the patio, and felt the heat of the day settle tighter to his skin. After the extreme air-conditioning of the house it was nice, but within seconds began to feel too hot and oppressive. They’d been having an uncomfortably warm late June, even by DC standards. He wished he’d decided to have this conversation inside, and the thought annoyed him. He didn’t want to appreciate anything about this house.

			Cooper sighed and felt rather than heard Park draw closer. Felt the palm of his hand lie gently on his back and smooth down his spine until it touched the rise of his ass and then slipped under his T-shirt and slid around to hold his hip. Park gave off more heat than your average human, and the touch of his palm to Cooper’s skin was all it took to push the prickling feeling into a full-on sweat.

			“I’m filthy,” Cooper murmured in protest.

			“I realized that the first week I met you,” Park said, dipping his fingers teasingly below the waistband.

			Cooper snorted and knocked Park’s hand away and turned to face him, catching the end of a grin. “All right, all right. So what do you think of this place?” Park asked.

			Cooper bit his lip. “What do you think?”

			Park tilted his head and regarded him. “I think your facial expression says you’d rather be drawn and quartered than put an offer in.”

			Cooper looked around the multilevel backyard, walled in and secure from the rest of DC. “It’s certainly incredible,” he said, finally. “Isn’t that one of those words we don’t use correctly? Like it’s not necessarily good, it just defies credibility. You can have an incredible lack of self-awareness. An incredible seismic event?”

			“So, let me get this right, on a scale from one to ten you’re rating this place a natural disaster? Is that higher or lower than—what did you call the place across town?” Park tapped his chin theatrically. “Oh right, the first monstrosity you’d raze in the coming revolution.”

			“You said you didn’t like that one either!”

			“I’m just trying to understand your advanced rating system for my notes.”

			Cooper rolled his eyes, wishing he was joking about the notes. But even as Park teased, he was pulling out the hateful lemon notebook that had become such a staple of their lives. Cooper had snuck a peek inside the thing a couple of weeks ago. Not that it was sneaking, really. Park frequently invited him to use the notebook himself but so far Cooper had avoided it.

			Then when Park was out one day—leaving him with the links to four new mini-mansions to look over—Cooper was overcome with curiosity. Inside the notebook he found Park had been religiously keeping track of every place they’d seen, talked about, driven past and every micro-expression that had crossed Cooper’s face since they’d started this hellish house hunt. What he hadn’t found was any insight into what exactly Park was hoping for. What kind of places made Park happy.

			Fuck the notes, Cooper wanted to say. But that wasn’t fair. It wasn’t a bad thing that Park cared so very, very much about what he wanted. That’s what Cooper kept having to remind himself on days like this. None of this was bad. He was excited by the idea of moving into a house with Park. In fact, it had been his idea to move in together in the first place, and they’d done that fairly seamlessly, all things considered. He just hadn’t quite expected this, too.

			After returning from Cape Breton around five months ago, Park had started showing up to Cooper’s apartment with boxes immediately, claiming his lease was up right now. Cooper didn’t believe that and it was clear Park didn’t expect him to. The truth was, ever since Cooper suggested living together, Park had been...giddy. When he wasn’t busy unpacking his things, he was talking about it. When he wasn’t talking about it, he was prodding Cooper to talk about it.

			Was Cooper sure this was okay? Was Cooper having second thoughts about this? Was Cooper sure they shouldn’t keep all three colanders?

			His enthusiasm for moving in would almost have been absurd if it wasn’t so...sweet. Flattering. For weeks Park practically vibrated around the apartment in what Cooper publicly referred to as his “settling in” period but privately thought of as some sort of claiming or scent-marking ritual. He sat in every chair at least three times a day. He slept on the couch, the bed, the floor, the tub. He somehow persuaded Cooper into fucking on every available surface. It was Goldilocks gone wild. If there was a single nook or cranny of the apartment Park hadn’t stuck his nose in, it was only because he physically couldn’t fit.

			And then there were the days—not many, but memorable ones—Cooper had come home unexpectedly or woken up a little earlier than usual to find Park “in fur” sticking his considerably longer nose into those impossible-to-reach places while Boogie the cat looked on, utterly aghast. Cooper didn’t say anything about it and mostly tried to pretend he didn’t notice all the rubbing and sniffing and rearranging. The last thing he wanted to do was to make Park self-conscious.

			Also, Cooper kind of loved it.

			Until the day Park told him he wanted to move.

			“I—I thought you liked it here,” Cooper had stuttered, shocked. They were just lying on the couch together, watching a movie, and now this. He felt dizzy by the abruptness. It hadn’t even crossed his mind that Park might be unhappy. That he might not have the same exasperated affection for the admittedly rundown apartment that Cooper had developed over the years. “You rubbed yourself on everything,” he blurted.

			Park had coughed, avoiding his eyes. “That’s not—I like being with you. But...it’s a bit small, for both of us. Isn’t it?” He sounded both nervous and gently hopeful.

			Cooper had looked at Park’s boxes and boxes of books stacked against the wall with no place to be unpacked, looked at the room full of his furniture because Park’s was in storage, and realized he’d fucked up. No wonder Park had been so busy getting his scent on everything. Nothing here was his. While Cooper had welcomed Park into his space, he’d never allowed Park to make the space his own. So what if they’d fucked in the literal closet? Park’s socks and underwear were still in a suitcase sitting in said closet because there wasn’t any room in the dresser.

			“Of course we should move,” Cooper had said with conviction he wanted desperately to feel. “I should have thought about that. I’m sorry. Let’s find somewhere we’re both happy. Together.”

			The surprised joy that lit Park’s face had soothed any lingering traces of doubt Cooper might have felt. In that moment he promised himself he was going to pull his head out of his ass and focus on helping Park get what he wanted for a change.

			The very next day, the little lemon notebook had appeared. Then Josh Dolan and the parade of million-dollar houses. It was going to be a lot harder keeping that promise than he’d thought.

			I can move some money around. Sell the car. What are savings for if not this? Cooper told himself, watching Park’s face light up when he saw a backyard pool or heated shower floors. Seeing how at home he looked in this world. How could he say, “Now let’s check out some one-bedroom condos”? So instead he’d teased and laughed at the decadence like it simply wasn’t his aesthetic, and hoped to god Josh would miraculously show them something affordable one day. No doubt accidentally. While drunk. Or under threat.

			It was time to accept that wasn’t going to happen. Cooper either had to have a difficult, honest conversation with Park or just accept the next shiny palace they saw.

			Cooper ambled closer and put his hand on Park’s wrist, stilling his pen as it scribbled notes in his lemon book. With Park’s beautiful, neat script it was easy to catch a few notes, even unintentionally. Frowned at double range stove. Dislikes chandeliers. Just crystal or all?

			“I don’t make things easy for you, do I?” Cooper said carefully.

			Park’s hand flexed slightly under his, but his face remained carefully impassive. “You don’t make things hard, either.”

			Cooper smiled. “I hope I make some things hard.”

			Park’s expression softened slightly, revealing how tense he’d been a moment ago. He turned his hand over in Cooper’s to interlace their fingers. “All right. Hit me with it. What’s wrong with this one?”

			Cooper leaned forward and kissed Park quickly, light and affectionate. “You’re incredible. The good kind of incredible. And I appreciate how much—” he gestured with his free hand “—work you’ve done on this, for us. I know how hard it’s been, trying to figure out what I want on top of the problems with the job—”

			Park glanced away, a flash of discomfort on his face. “There’re no problems,” he said quickly.

			Cooper let that drop. Another hurdle, another time; it was becoming a bit of an overused motto for him these days. “Okay. My point is we’ve both been busy...adjusting. To everything. But I’ve been using that as an excuse not to have this conversation and I think—I know it’s gotten out of hand.”

			Park’s breathing hitched, very slightly. “What are you saying, exactly? You don’t want...”

			“I’m saying I can’t afford this. Not even close,” Cooper said frankly. “You know I can’t afford it.”

			“But I can.” Park frowned. Slowly he said, “Cooper, I don’t expect you to contribute anything financially.”

			That...didn’t feel good. But Cooper wasn’t sure if it stung because of some outdated, toxic bullshit of a man’s role in a household or if he had legitimate reason to cringe at the idea of giving up his apartment, his beloved neighbors, his security, to bunk rent-free in his boyfriend’s mansion.

			“Look,” Park said, when Cooper was silent too long. “If I want to buy you a big house and can afford a big house, what’s the problem?” He ran a hand through his hair and seemed to force himself to say, “Unless there’s another reason you’re not comfortable with this?”

			Cooper shook his head. “I just... I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to spend a bunch of money on me,” he hedged.

			“Cooper, I’m the one who needs the space. If it wasn’t for me, would you even be moving?” Park asked.

			“Well,” Cooper said. “Eventually. Probably.”

			“The way you’re eventually, probably going to buy a bookshelf where the books aren’t the ones holding up the shelves?”

			“Last winter you said they were charming,” Cooper grumbled. “Like being back in college. Where’s your loyalty?”

			“With you. You have all my loyalty and there’s none to spare for DIY home deathtraps.” Park sighed and pulled Cooper toward him. He pressed a kiss to his temple. “Look, if you let me worry about the money, I promise to look for something with less staircases. And then maybe you can stop clutching your pearls if the toilet can be flushed more than once an hour.”

			“No pearls. I draw the line at pearls,” Cooper said, recognizing when he was being distracted but lacking the energy and breathable air to do anything about it.

			Park laughed into his hair, and one hand trailed very lightly down his spine. “But you’d look so, so pretty...”

			Cooper felt his phone vibrate in his pocket and reluctantly pulled out of Park’s arms to give him a mock “how dare you” look.

			Probably for the best. If Park’s thoughts were going anywhere near the same direction as Cooper’s, poor Josh might have returned to something incredible, indeed.

			Cooper pulled out his phone and glanced reflexively at the screen, then paused.

			“What?” Park asked, studying his reaction. “Who is it?”

			Cooper showed him the phone.

			Santiago. His old boss at the BSI. Both their bosses, really. At one time Cooper had even considered her...something. Not a friend—no, they were nowhere near close enough for that—but someone he liked, respected. Someone he sometimes suspected might like and respect him, too. A rare occurrence in his last job. She’d had a legendary career in the FBI and was part of the reason Cooper had even agreed to join the BSI. That and the promise of answers about the man who’d grown claws and ripped his gut out. It was a busy year.

			Then when a cold case at his dad’s house turned hot and his relationship with Park had been revealed, she’d gotten distant, fast. Cooper hadn’t spoken to her at all since officially leaving the BSI to join the Trust.

			“Dayton,” Cooper said, answering the call.

			There was a pause, long enough that Cooper checked they were still connected. Then, “Dayton. This is Santiago.” Another pause. “You’re doing well?”

			“Yeah. Yes. And you?”

			This time he heard a shuffling sound and a door closing from the line. As if Santiago was moving around. She ignored his question. “Are you available to meet? There’s something I’d like to discuss with you. In person.”

			Cooper glanced at Park, who was staring intently, head cocked slightly to the side. “Um, yes. All right. When were you—”

			“Today,” she said. “Now or...as soon as possible.”

			“All right,” Cooper said. “Where?”

			She named a residential address surprisingly close to where they were.

			“I can be there in twenty.” Park made a face and Cooper rolled his eyes. “Ol—Agent Park is with me. Is that going to be a problem?”

			Santiago sighed. “No. I was hoping he would be. This concerns both of you.”

			
 
			Well, he would have made it there in twenty if it weren’t that meddling DC traffic. As it was, they turned onto a leafy, residential street over half an hour later and parked in the shade.

			“Do you think it has something to do with Dr. Freeman?” Park asked as they got out of the car.

			Cooper startled. “What?”

			Dr. Emily Freeman was not a name he’d heard in a while. It had been his and Park’s first case with the Trust. After she had disappeared with biological samples proving the existence of werewolves in her pocket and blood on her hands—well, accessory to murder on her hands, anyway—Cooper and Park had tracked her clean across the continent to the West Coast, but had lost her somewhere in British Columbia. Jurisdiction issues with the Canadians had eventually sent them back home. For the next month the Trust had been on high alert waiting for Freeman to reach out to her old contacts, but there was no sign of her and eventually her case had slipped into the unsolved files.

			It was not an auspicious start to their new careers. But thankfully every case they’d taken on since then had been successful. He and Park made good partners. Well, they had known that almost from the start. But recently, since moving in together, they seemed more in sync than ever.

			And it wasn’t just Park that Cooper enjoyed working with. He’d been worried joining an agency consisting almost entirely of wolves would be isolating, that he’d hold Park back from making connections. But if anything it was the other way around. For the first time in a long time, Cooper was happy with his job and even getting along well with his colleagues. And now this mysterious call from Santiago.

			“What makes you think it has anything to do with Freeman?”

			Park shrugged. “Don’t know. She’s been on my mind lately. Something Cola said.”

			Cooper hummed questioningly as they crossed the street.

			“She thinks if Freeman’s smart she’ll play the long game. Work on forming a new alliance with another wolf who wants to go public, rather than reaching out to any of her old human contacts.”

			“We know Freeman’s smart,” Cooper said absently.

			Down the street he saw Santiago pacing the sidewalk outside a muted blue row house and fanning herself with a folder. Short, Latina and dressed in half a pantsuit—jacket missing—at first glance she looked exactly the same as always. But as they got closer Cooper could see dark shadows under her eyes that weren’t there before, new spidery lines around her mouth and an involuntary flexing of her fingers when she ran them through her hair, like she was one more bit of bad news away from ripping it out.

			“Dayton.” She caught sight of them and visibly collected herself. “You’re late.” It was so reminiscent of their years working together that Cooper stumbled slightly on the sidewalk. Santiago seemed to notice it, too, and her eyes tightened for a moment before looking behind Cooper. “And Agent Park. I appreciate you coming. Both of you. Hope it wasn’t too much trouble getting here.”

			Park inclined his head slightly in that way of his that always made him look like some kind of benevolent god accepting a loving sacrifice. When Cooper tried the same he looked like he’d suddenly dropped food down his shirt. “We were only in Foxhall.”

			Santiago made a face. “Christ, what in the hell were you doing there?”

			Cooper heroically resisted the urge to look smugly at Park, but felt his inaudible sigh regardless.

			“We were surprised to hear from you,” Park said. “Is there something wrong?”

			Santiago wiped her shoulder-length hair away from her neck. Another flex of her fingers. “Missing person. White male. Age forty-seven. Two weeks ago, in North Carolina. He was working as the groundskeeper at a retreat down there.”

			“And the BSI thinks this is wolf related?”

			Santiago laughed. “Oh, it’s wolf related. Our missing man is a wolf.”

			Cooper frowned and glanced at Park, seeing his own confusion reflected there. “So it’s a Trust case?”

			“There is no case. Not officially.” Santiago’s eyes shifted between the two of them. “Our missing man started working for this retreat in March. Last week he abruptly put in his notice and not a single soul has seen or heard from him since. There’s no sign of a struggle. No friends or family to report him missing. He just dropped off the face of the earth and nobody cared.”

			“You care,” Cooper said, and Santiago shot him a sharp look. “You noticed,” he amended.

			Santiago started fanning herself again and looked toward the house windows, impossible to see through with all the glare from the sun. “His disappearance was brought to my attention. But there are complications.”

			“You’re the Supervisory Agent in Charge of the BSI,” Park said mildly. “What kind of complications prevent you from opening an official investigation? Or from passing it along to the Trust?”

			“You’re Trust agents, aren’t you? Here. Here’s me passing it.” She held the folder out, but when Park grabbed the other end, Santiago didn’t let go. “Listen, I know why you left the BSI. I get it. But know bias is everywhere. Even when you don’t recognize it at first. Even if it’s coming from you.” She looked specifically at Park. “Remember that.”

			“I—” Cooper started, and the door to one of the houses opened behind them and Santiago cursed quietly, spinning in place to face the interruption.

			“Len?” A tall Latina woman was standing hesitantly on the threshold, hands still wrapped around the door’s edge as if ready to slam it shut again. She was about Cooper’s age, had strikingly long hair in a sloppy braid and was wearing loose, well-loved shorts and a T-shirt. She wore no shoes and she stood poised on the balls of her feet in a way that reminded Cooper a lot of Park. There was no real way to know when someone was a wolf—not unless they shifted in front of you, wholly or partially—but living with Park and working on a team that consisted almost entirely of wolves, he had started to notice little tells. Stance was one of them.

			Sure enough, when Cooper glanced at Park, he was staring at the woman in the doorway with an intent sort of recognition. But no. That wasn’t right. This was more than the soft, warm recognition of a shared identity.

			Park looked pale. Drained. Slapped. This was personal.

			“Oh,” the woman said. “It’s you.”

			Park blinked, then jerked his head in agreement, a caricature of the smooth nod of minutes before. “Ms. Muñoz.”

			“You remember me.” She nodded to herself. “There was a time I prayed the Shepherd would forget my face. But today I’m glad you have not. It saves us time.”

			Santiago sighed. “We should finish this inside.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The living room had floor-to-ceiling built-in bookshelves. Cooper liked built-in bookshelves. He’d always dreamed of having some of his own. Floor-to-ceiling ones that could house an extensive collection. In his more fanciful moments, there was an attached rolling ladder to go with them. Now all he had to do was voice the dream out loud and he knew it would be bought for him, ladder and all. That knowledge didn’t bring him quite as much pleasure as he’d have thought.

			These bookshelves had a good number of books on them, too, but there were other things tastefully arranged along the shelves that gave Cooper clues as to who lived here. Gorgeous handmade pottery with rough glaze. A couple of photos too far away to see clearly. A spherical desk light wrapped in wires and cut metal shapes he eventually realized were there to cast picture shadows over the walls when you turned it on.

			More than any other reason, he liked looking at these particular shelves because it was the perfect position to keep a subtle eye on Park, seated in a chair right in front of them, and track the emotional breakdown he may or may not be on the verge of.

			“Elena didn’t think you’d recognize me,” Ms. Muñoz said, indicating Santiago, who had stayed standing in the doorway to the living room. Muñoz herself was seated across the room from Park, about as far as she could get. She had her knees pulled up to her chest in a defensive posture, and though her hands were curled loosely beneath her raised thighs, Cooper had glanced a hint of claws. “But the Shepherd isn’t exactly known for forgetting a face.”

			Park was sitting very still in his own seat. “I remember you,” he said. “Sofia Muñoz. Connecticut, fourteen years ago. Kreuger’s pack.”

			“It was once. Not anymore. You made sure of that.”

			“Kreuger broke the rules,” Park said evenly.

			“Whose rules?” Muñoz laughed. “Yours? He just saw what your family had and wanted it for himself.”

			Park frowned slightly. “He conscripted the most vulnerable people into his pack. He cut off support and watched and waited until they were at their lowest and had nowhere else to turn, and then swooped in acting like he was some kind of savior. Like they should be grateful for whatever scrap of dignity he allowed them. Like he wasn’t the one systematically cutting off every other option they had but to kneel at his feet.”

			“Don’t make it sound like Thomas was some unique kind of monster, like what he did was different from any rebel pack or, hell, human government assistance.”

			“No,” Park agreed. “But we’re not human, are we? And when he’d grown as big as he could absorbing desperate lone wolves, he started attacking other packs.”

			“So the gods up on the hill sent the Shepherd down to put an end to him.”

			Park glanced at Cooper and then quickly away, but not fast enough that Cooper didn’t see the fear in his eyes. “I didn’t kill him.”

			“No, you didn’t. You broke him.” Muñoz’s voice had quieted, but the words somehow felt stronger, hit harder. Like they carried with them an anger and pain that had done nothing but fester and grow in the dark all these years. “You fought him and you broke his soul. Reached inside and snapped the very thing that made him who he was.”

			Muñoz’s gaze grew distant, remembering. “I suppose someone like you doesn’t understand what it’s like, seeing your alpha hurt, defeated. But I felt it in my bones. A creeping, sick feeling. The wrongness of him weeping, curled up on the floor. The fear that he’d never get up again. What that meant for me, for our pack, my family.”

			“You and Kreuger were...involved.” Park stated it, didn’t ask.

			“I loved him. Well, he was my alpha, how could I not love him?” Muñoz said matter-of-factly, and Cooper shifted slightly. “But yes, we were mates, too. And then one day he was gone. Different. Ruined.” Muñoz smacked her lips in disgust. “And there you were. Just standing by, rebuttoning your shirt cuffs like you’d seen it all before. Like you were...bored.”

			She put her feet down to the floor and leaned forward, voice going even quieter. “Do you remember what happened next?”

			Park looked bored now as well. But Cooper had long since realized that the blanker his face, the more he was hiding. “You attacked me as I was leaving.”

			Muñoz leaned back and spoke to Santiago without looking at her. “See, Len? I told you he’d remember. Though attack is a bit of an exaggeration, isn’t it? I’d barely landed on you before you’d plucked me off like an irritating bug. No. That’s all you said. No. But I’d never felt dominance that strong. I had no choice but to obey.”

			There was a deep, uncomfortable silence before Muñoz continued. “Kreuger was never the same, you know. He ran south. Somewhere out of the Park pack’s reach. And I was too scared to go with him.”

			“I’m sorry,” Park said, and Muñoz shrugged and shook her head as if knocking the apology away with her shoulders.

			“For months I was terrified you’d be back and no one could stop you. It changed me, too. Changed the whole course of my life,” she whispered. “I was twenty-one then. A baby.” She looked critically at Park. “Seeing you now, I guess you must have been young then yourself. But to me you were as ageless as El Cucuy and twice as frightening.”

			Park blinked slowly, the barest acknowledgment that he was even listening, but to Cooper it was as obvious a reaction as if Park had begun to weep with pain.

			Enough. Cooper stood abruptly and all three people in the room startled, looking to him. Feeling awkward, he jerkily crossed the room and stood behind Park. Trying to look as casual as possible, he positioned his forearms on the back of chair, letting the fingertips of his left hand rest lightly on Park’s shoulder. Park immediately leaned into the touch.

			Ms. Muñoz watched the interaction with undisguised curiosity, and Cooper met her eyes defiantly.

			You’re not allowed to hurt him. The thought came to Cooper with unexpected ferocity. He wasn’t sure what his face looked like, but he saw Ms. Muñoz’s eyes widen slightly.

			He cleared his throat. “Not to be insensitive, but perhaps we could get to the point.”

			Santiago spoke from her position in the doorway. “Thomas Kreuger became untouchable after that. Forbidden from rebuilding his own pack. Unwelcome in another’s. He became a pariah. And now he’s disappeared.”

			“Kreuger is your possible victim.”

			“That’s right. And as persona non grata with the Park pack, you can see why no one reporting him missing does not necessarily mean he’s not.”

			“Are you saying my family had something to do with this?” Park asked calmly.

			“Why, did you kill him?” Muñoz asked.

			Cooper felt the vibration of Park’s restrained growl under his fingers, and he tightened his grip. The vibration stopped.

			“Obviously you don’t think that or you wouldn’t have called us in,” Cooper said while attempting to keep his voice light. “So what is it you think actually happened to Mr. Kreuger?”

			Muñoz gave one last hard stare at Park, then shifted her gaze to Cooper. “I don’t know. But I did get a phone call from Thomas a week before he disappeared. I was surprised to hear from him. We hadn’t spoken in a couple of years. But he knew—” she hesitated and glanced at Santiago, who did something complicated with her eyebrows “—I had a connection in the BSI. He told me something had happened.”

			Cooper frowned, noticing the hesitation. The nonverbal communication, the way Santiago hovered behind Muñoz, not unlike the way Cooper was doing to Park... Was Santiago in a relationship Muñoz? If so, she clearly wasn’t interested in bringing it up.

			“What kind of thing did he say happened?” Cooper asked instead.

			“Something that had freaked him out. He was uncomfortable telling me what. I think—I think he was weighing his options.” She crossed and uncrossed her arms, uncomfortably. As if suddenly second-guessing how wise it was to be breaking Kreuger’s confidence with people like Cooper and Park. “He wanted to know if the BSI offers deals. Witness protection-type stuff.”

			They didn’t. Considering the mafia-like mentality of the larger packs, perhaps they should. “Kreuger witnessed a crime?” Cooper asked.

			“He wouldn’t say. Like I said, he was weighing his options. He’d been living as far off the radar as possible for years. Whatever it was, he must have felt desperate to even consider reaching out.”

			“You said he put in his notice. What makes you think he didn’t change his mind about involving the BSI and whatever spooked him just sent him running?”

			Muñoz frowned, but Santiago cleared her throat and said, “That is certainly a possibility and just one of the reasons why neither the Trust nor the BSI is choosing to pursue the case at this juncture.”

			“Are there other reasons we should know about?”

			Santiago’s eyes darted to Park. “Margaret Cola may be director of the Trust, but she’s also an old friend of your family. It doesn’t look great for her to go out of her way to track down an unofficially missing man the Park pack would rather just stay disappeared. Kreuger is going to slip through the cracks because he made the wrong enemies over a decade ago.”

			Muñoz made a quiet sound of repressed anger, and Santiago looked at her, face softening. “I’m asking you to take this case and go undercover at the retreat as a...personal favor.”

			The two women were almost definitely in a relationship then. That explained why Santiago was going out of her way to investigate what might not be a criminal case at all, even stretching the boundaries of what was legal. Perhaps that even explained why Santiago was reaching out to Cooper rather than using her influence within the BSI. Inevitable questions about her connection to the case would come up, the answers to which she might not want to broadcast.

			How long had they been together? Muñoz clearly knew about Park’s past, so had Santiago also known all that time ago, when she’d first introduced Cooper to Park? Was that why she’d distanced herself from him after learning he and Park were together? Did it even matter now?

			He didn’t have time to find out because all those questions paled beside the one word that had jumped out and lodged in Cooper’s throat. “Undercover?”

			“Neither agency is willing to put their stamp on it, so this has to be a quiet inquiry. Besides, if Kreuger did stumble across something going on at the retreat, you’ll have a much easier time doing the same if you’re staying there.”

			“But undercover?” Cooper protested.

			“I’ve read your file front to back, Dayton. I know you’re more than capable of undercover work.”

			Cooper felt a flush of heat in his face as Park twisted in his seat to look at him curiously. They didn’t spend much time talking about Cooper’s few years in the FBI before his abrupt and violent recruit to the BSI after a wolf attack had left him with a lot less gut.

			“Why us?” he said, flustered.

			“Because I need someone I can trust in there. Someone I know is more concerned with finding the truth than upsetting the Park pack or inter-bureau politics. Someone who isn’t afraid to step on some toes. Frankly, Dayton, I don’t know anyone less concerned with pissing off people and wolves alike.”

			“Careful, all this flattery is going straight to my head,” Cooper said dryly. “But I suppose I can consider choking down a mojito in the sun. For justice, of course.”

			Santiago smiled, the first genuine amusement he’d seen on her face so far. “It’s not that part of North Carolina. And it’s not that sort of retreat.” She looked at Park. “Maudit Falls is a relationship retreat. Counseling for couples working on interpersonal dynamics and trying to revive their partnership. You know the format. Guests sign up for three-, five- or seven-day workshops to look within themselves or each other or some shit. It’s deep in the mountains because privacy is important for obvious reasons.”

			“Are they...celebrity couples?” Cooper said.

			“It’s run by wolves for wolves,” Santiago said bluntly.

			Park’s expression darkened. “This is where Kreuger was staying off the grid?”

			Muñoz had willingly given the reins to Santiago, but at Park’s criticism she spoke up again, tone sharp. “Would you have forbidden him from that as well? Thomas spent years isolated with no one but humans for company. We need to be around our own kind.”

			At her words, Cooper felt a surge of...something. Panic, nausea, fear, annoyance? Mix together and serve cold, a la lump in throat?

			“The point is,” Santiago said loudly, giving Muñoz a look. “You two are perfect for this. Built-in cover story, ready to go.”

			“One problem,” Park said. “Just because people don’t know I work for the Trust doesn’t mean they won’t know my past. Even south of my family’s territory, there’s a chance I’ll be recognized.”

			“Oh, more than a chance, I think. In fact, I’m depending on it,” Santiago said. “You can imagine how exclusive a relationship retreat for wolves is. They can’t have human couples wandering in bickering about mundane stuff like affairs and contributing to household chores equally. The background checks for guests is extensive and exhausting, and the wait list long. We’d never get any old agent in. But the Shepherd and his human mate seeking the help and guidance of Maudit Falls? It’s too good an opportunity for them to pass up and exactly the bait we need to get you on the inside.”

			Suddenly all her flattery about being the only one willing to piss important people off in the name of justice like some kind of caped and spandexed hero seemed just that. Flattery. This was the reason she really needed them. And frankly, Cooper could see her point. He had witnessed firsthand how wolves went out of their way to accommodate the Park family.

			“No one knows you work for the Trust, but there aren’t many wolves who haven’t heard of the Shepherd or know of your grandfather’s recent demise. If we tell the director you want to keep a low profile and use a pseudonym, he’ll even help you keep your cover stories. Anything to keep on the Shepherd’s good side. In fact, Paul Claymont used to follow your family when he lived up north. His alpha was Becca and he only left her pack to run this retreat with his partner, Vanessa, who’s one of the therapists there.”

			Park frowned but nodded. “I remember Becca.”

			Santiago tossed a folder onto the low wooden coffee table in the center of the room. “All the information you need—all the information we have—is in that file. What do you say?”

			Cooper looked back at Park. It could easily be one big wild goose chase. Kreuger had made both enemies and a habit of dropping off the grid. But if there was a chance, even a slim one, that Kreuger was in danger and the bureaucracy and prejudice of humans and wolves alike was preventing him from getting help, then this was part of the very reason Cooper had joined the Trust.

			“Please,” Muñoz said, and Park’s eyes flickered toward her. “You said you were sorry for the way things happened fifteen years ago. Was that true? Do you really want to make amends?”

			“Yes.” Park’s voice was slightly strained. “I want that.”

			“Then use it. Use all that fear you created, that power. For good this time.”

			Cooper didn’t move, not wanting to influence Park either way. But eventually, Park nodded at her solemnly. Muñoz inhaled and nodded shakily back. Her eyes glimmered.

			Cooper bit the inside of his cheek. “We’ll have to talk to Cola about time off—” he started.

			“Already done,” Santiago said, and shrugged at Cooper’s look. “What can I say, I had a feeling you wouldn’t turn your back on this. Cola’s agreed to loan you out for five days. Your meet-and-greet is on Thursday.” She grinned. “Look at it this way: if there’s nothing wrong, you get to have a nice little vacation. Get some fresh mountain air, brisk swims in the lake, couple’s counseling. Who knows, maybe you’ll even learn something about yourself.”

			
 
			A wall of heat hit Cooper in the face as soon as he opened the door.

			“Jesus,” Park exhaled, striding past him into the apartment. “It’s a hundred degrees in here.” Cooper knew it couldn’t have literally been the first words he’d spoken since they’d left Santiago’s place, but it was close.

			“AC must have broken down again.” Cooper walked straight for one of the windows and began the arduous process of yanking it up. It was an old building modified for apartments, not ease. He felt a tightness in his gut that hadn’t been there a minute ago, shame and embarrassment. Which was ridiculous because the temperature of his apartment said nothing about his value. Their apartment. Theirs. For now, anyway.

			One final wiggle and shove got the window all the way up. The late evening air was only marginally cooler than the day, but anything was better than this greenhouse.

			“Fuck, where’s Boogie?” Cooper turned to see Park shirtless, kicking off his shoes and already unbuckling his belt. He felt his own temperature rise a couple more degrees, which seemed a potentially fatal mistake for his body to be making.

			“Um,” Cooper said, completely forgetting what he’d been about to say.

			“I need to get out of this skin for a bit,” Park said, avoiding Cooper’s eyes and yanking his pants to the ground. “You don’t mind, do you?”

			“What? No, of course not,” Cooper stuttered. “Have fun!”

			Park shot him an odd look but went into the bedroom. As soon as he was out of sight, Cooper yelled silently at the ceiling. Have fun? Jesus fucking Christ.

			Boogie jumped onto the back of the couch from seemingly nowhere. “Oh, now you come.”

			Cooper scooped her up and felt her flop bonelessly backward over his shoulder and stretch. Mentally he ran through the things he’d need to sort out before leaving town, but kept returning to Park. The blankly devastated look on his face. Like the levelling after an earthquake. It was obvious Muñoz’s words had shaken him. That he hated being reminded of his time as the Shepherd. Infamous and feared to this day. A time he was never really able to escape. Even at work with the Trust, the other wolves treated him with a wary sort of respect. Nothing like the antagonistic greeting today, but not overly friendly, either. Certainly not relaxed.

			Not for the first time, Cooper considered how lonely Park was. Had always been. Was forced to be. How strange that a man like that had ended up with Cooper, someone who took genuine pleasure in alone time. Why? What the hell about him had Park seen and thought, Oh yes, anxiety-ridden loner with a temper sharper than a serpent’s tooth and a deep-seated fear of change whose longest successful relationship is with an equally judgmental cat? Swoon. It seemed too improbable for words.

			It also wasn’t something Cooper necessarily felt comfortable bringing up. He was confident enough in their relationship that he didn’t actually believe Park would literally slap his forehead and say, “You’re so right. Consider this love curse broken.” But...airing out all the ways that they as a couple shouldn’t work, didn’t work on paper wouldn’t feel good, either. Regardless, now wasn’t the time to be raising doubts. Their plates were full.

			Park had seemed lost in memories on the drive back. Distracted in a way Cooper rarely saw in him. But there was a quiet sort of determination in him, too. Like he had latched onto Muñoz’s talk of making amends and would pursue this case to hell and back.

			Cooper wasn’t sure Park needed redemption. Not to the degree he seemed to crave it, anyway. But exactly because he craved it, Cooper would do whatever it took to help him get it. If it meant earning Park that peace and even just a sliver of self-forgiveness, he’d join him. To hell and back.

			A now fairly familiar sound, like the clacking of heavy stones against each other, sounded from the bedroom, and Boogie ripped out of Cooper’s gentle hold, throwing herself to the floor.

			“Hey!” Cooper made a grab for her, but she was too quick, skittering across the wood and even running in place for a moment like a cartoon.

			The first couple of times Boogie had caught sight of Park in fur, she’d stared at him with such wide-eyed shock Cooper had needed to stifle his laughter. She’d quickly gotten over that stage and moved onto being gleefully obsessed with Park, even more so than before. Smart thing that she was, it hadn’t taken long to start associating that peculiar clacking sound with this fascinating version of her reluctant best friend, and Cooper had a hard time keeping them separated, much to Park’s dismay.

			He followed her now, calling her name and being extra loud as he approached the bedroom as much for Park’s benefit as Boogie’s. A warning that he was coming in. “Boogs?”

			Cooper knocked on the partially open bedroom door and stuck his head in. Perhaps one day he would get used to the sight of a two-hundred-pound wolf pacing the cramped space between his bed and the wall, but today was not that day. Even fully expecting to see Park in fur, it was like looking at a surreal painting, feeling that slight hitch in thought as his brain went, Well, that can’t be right and doubled back to recheck its inputs.

			Park did not break his stride when Cooper entered, he just kept walking back and forth. When he’d get to the wall he’d knock his shoulder against it as if furious at its presence and then stomp back to the bed and knock the same shoulder against the mattress. Boogie was intent on stalking his heels, alternating between staring at Park’s ankles and lunging after them in tiny bursts of frantic movement, desperately trying to get her mouth around one. Park didn’t even seem to notice her. He was growling, punctuated by an occasional snarl and jerk of his head as if starting to snap at something on his back and then thinking better of it.

			Cooper had the sudden, disorientating sensation of being alone. Separate. Monologues were being shouted and all he could see was moving lips. If he asked what they meant, no one would answer. He could only extrapolate what Boogie and Park were thinking. They were each of them alone. Isolated by being the only one of their kind in that room. God knew what Boogie was picking up on and why it had prompted the response of biting mania. And Park? He was obviously saying something, too. Communicating an emotion: anger, frustration, regret, sadness, something. Something that knocked his lips back to reveal vicious teeth. But Cooper could no more understand the nuances of that driving emotion than he could snarl articulately back.

			Then Park looked up at him. Pain, that was what it was. Pain. The alone, separate feeling disappeared.

			He walked right up to Park and knelt so they were just about eye-level. “Oliver,” he said, but Park brushed by him.

			Come on, Cooper thought. He’s hurting. He needs you to be this...thing for him. So buck up and be it.

			Cooper inhaled deeply and straightened his shoulders, trying to picture leader-types. “Oliver, stop,” he commanded in his most take-charge voice and reached out his hand. His fingers combed through the fur of Park’s neck. Cooper only managed to register the softness of it, the thickness of it before Park’s whole body flinched and he let out a high, terrified sound one might expect from a kicked dog.

			Cooper whipped his hand back. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

			But Park’s legs were already buckling and he rolled onto his side, exposing his belly.

			Cooper leapt to his feet, hands held awkwardly up, not wanting to hurt him again. Not sure how he had hurt him to begin with, which made the possibility of doing it again all too likely. God, what was he thinking? That he could just fake his way through? He felt inadequate. As a partner, a lover, a friend, an alpha.

			Park had come in here to be by himself. Not for Cooper to take a stab in the dark at being something he so clearly was not.

			“I’m sorry,” Cooper whispered, again. “I’ll just—” He gestured awkwardly at the door. “I’ll leave you alone now.”

			Park was still staring at him, but obviously wasn’t going to respond. Cooper’s arms physically ached with the desire to reach for him, touch him. But the risk of hurting him again, of doing something else that upset him when he could not say no, was far worse than the feeling of keeping his hands clenched and to himself.

			Cooper opened his mouth to say sorry again, closed it, and scooped up a furious Boogie. “I’ll try to fix the AC.” He hurried to leave, feeling Park track his movement from his position on the floor, then stopped. “I’m going to ask Ava to take Boogie to her place tonight, so don’t worry about her, you know, bothering you anymore. If you wanted to take your time, I mean.”

			He didn’t know what to do with his hands. Or body. Or mouth.

			Get out. Keep walking. You’ve sufficiently shit all over this for one day. Retreat.

			Cooper turned to go, but stopped one last time, just before leaving the room. “Sorry, last thing and then I promise to stop bothering you. I—I love you. And... Well, that’s it, I guess.” He winced at himself, cursing every song, poem and decorative pillow that had ever told him love was all you need, and quietly closed the door.

			Clearly Park needed more, whether he realized it yet or not. Cooper just hoped he could figure out how to be that more while he still had the chance.

			
 
			This was not something he could fix. Cooper put the bag of trash he was taking out on the ground and stared up at the ripped-up mess of his window AC from the alley below. The bottom of the unit was hanging down, as if it had caught on something and been yanked out of place, revealing the dark interior.

			Cooper would put his money on raccoons, though he’d seen squirrels accomplish some wildly destructive feats in his life when they were determined enough. Why any creature, raccoon, squirrel or otherwise, would be determined to sabotage Cooper’s health and happiness with heat stroke was unclear. It was all secondary to the fact that repairing the damn thing was way out of his wheelhouse. Hell, what wasn’t? Cooper’s wheelhouse was feeling increasingly small and sparse today.

			There was no way he was going to be able to get someone in to fix the AC tonight, or even before they left for North Carolina, at this rate. He was glad Ava had agreed to take Boogie over to her apartment for the week. She was dependable and nearly always up for quality time with Boogie. Who was going to cat sit for him if he was living across town?

			Cooper frowned, shoving the thought away. If he said he didn’t want to move because he’d need a new cat sitter, Park really would believe he was just making up excuses in order to get out of living together. And that wasn’t true. It wasn’t.

			He backed down the alley trying to get a better look at the damaged AC. There was a rustling from behind the dumpster. Cooper spun and his hand automatically went to his waist, finding nothing but the waistband of his gym shorts. Of course he wasn’t armed, standing outside his own window at nine o’clock at night. He didn’t even have reason to draw a weapon yet. Because a sound had spooked him?

			The lights of the apartment windows created dramatically dark shadows where the dumpsters loomed, and Cooper had to squint to see. “Hello?”

			There was no answer. But Cooper was sure there was someone there. He felt the familiar prickle tighten his skin as an awareness of being watched lit up his hindbrain. “I know you’re there.”

			Nothing.

			Cooper took a determined step forward and another panicked rustle preceded the appearance and prompt disappearance of a squirrel leaping out of the dumpster and down the alley, back into inky shadows. He exhaled a little shakily. Besides his thundering heartbeat, the alley was especially quiet.

			He readjusted his grip on the trash bag and walked hesitantly up to the dumpster. The darkness seemed to hold its breath. Tensing, Cooper inched forward and peered inside.

			Just trash. Cooper rolled his eyes at himself and tossed the bag in. Ridiculous.

			On his way back through the lobby, he grabbed his mail and absently flicked through it, walking upstairs and into the apartment. How did the entire world suddenly know he was looking to move? Menus, real estate flyers, coupons, real estate flyers, some kind of campaign literature for a small local election, real esta—a neat little postcard nearly slipped out of his hand. Cooper flipped it over. Typed on the back in the center was a short missive: Can’t wait to see you!

			To the right was his address, apartment number, but no name. Nothing personal at all. Where his name would be just said Resident of. It looked like more junk mail, some kind of advertisement. Come on down to Bob’s, we can’t wait to see you!

			An advertisement for what, exactly, was unclear, Cooper thought, examining the image on the front more closely. It was a brick building with large arches and a terracotta roof. In front of it was a cement semicircular bench and a bronze sculpture of...something. A long, shapeless sort of thing. It looked vaguely familiar, but Cooper couldn’t quite place it.

			He walked back into his apartment, tossing the rest of the mail onto the counter, and held the card up closer to his face. Squinting, he could see the sculpture was some sort of animal with a long, pointed nose and on the brick building were black letters: Small Mammal House.

			Cooper abruptly recognized the zoo here in DC. He hadn’t been since he was a teenager. Were they that desperate for visitors they were sending out ads? He studied the back of the postcard again.

			Can’t wait to see you!

			“Oh, hi, Mr. Dayton.”

			Cooper looked up slowly, confused, and blinked at Ava standing in his bedroom doorway, arms full of a floppy and blissfully content Boogie, who looked nothing like the anguished animal that had spent the last thirty minutes furious at being separated from her fascinating friend and yowling her list of betrayals not to be forgotten nor forgiven.

			“Ava?” Cooper said, brain catching up to what he was seeing. “What are you... Did you just get here?” Alarmed, he looked over her shoulder into the bedroom for Park. How was he supposed to explain an enormous wolf in his bedroom? Do you have a two-for-one pet-sitting discount?

			“Yes.” She followed the path of his gaze. “The door was open, so I thought you were home. But then I heard a bunch of, like, books or something falling in the bedroom. I was worried Boogie was in there and knocked over your bad bookshelf again and hurt herself.”

			“Oh.” Cooper swallowed, and his suddenly dry throat clicked. “And? Did you see anything...weird?”

			Ava gave him an odd look. “There was nothing on the floor. Then Mr. Park said he was having a bath and I could just take Boogie.”

			“Oliver said that? With his voice?” Cooper said, then felt absurd.

			“Um—” She shifted her weight, clearly growing increasingly weirded out by Cooper’s behavior. “Well, he said I could take the cat, but yeah...?”

			“Right. Of course you can take Boogie. I appreciate it. As always.”

			Ava visibly relaxed and Cooper steeled himself from looking in the direction of the bedroom again as he helped her gather up Boogie’s essentials and carry them back to her apartment down the hall, which was a much more colorful and homey replica of Cooper’s. He pulled out Ava’s usual weekly fee in cash out of his wallet and then, after a moment’s consideration, added two more twenties. “Thanks again for this. I’ll text you when we’re heading back.”

			Ava took the money, observing the extra bills. “I really didn’t see anything in your bedroom, Mr. Dayton,” she said seriously.

			Cooper laughed, startled. “I know. I just—” Felt financially impotent today? Already missed having a neighbor like Ava who loved his cat as much as he did? He’d grown fond of her, but without the cat-sitting to connect them, he could hardly stay in touch with a child.

			Cooper felt that familiar flutter of panic and shoved it away. “I know it’s more of a hassle, having Boogs here than at my place. Text me if she can’t handle the change and I’ll see if I can get the AC repaired.”

			“Miss Boot Scoot is not a wuss, Mr. Dayton,” Ava said indignantly. “She’s not gonna freak out over a little change.”

			Well, whoopee for Boogie, Cooper thought. After saying goodbye, he returned to his own apartment and headed straight through the bedroom. The bathroom door was left partially open, and Cooper knocked and waited for Park’s okay.

			Park was reclining in the tub with his eyes closed, as submerged in water as he could get, which wasn’t very. His muscular legs were propped almost all the way up the wall and his broad shoulders were awkwardly crammed against the ledge on the other end.

			“If we lived in that palace we saw this afternoon, it would have taken me ten minutes to find you,” Cooper said cautiously, examining him, hyperalert for a sign, any sign, that would tell him whether or not Park wanted to talk about what had happened before.

			Park didn’t open his eyes. “If we lived in that palace I wouldn’t have to bleach hundred-year-old bloodstains out of the grout before taking a bath.”

			“Hey,” Cooper said, walking into the bathroom and sitting on the closed toilet. “I was building a case with those bloodstains.”

			“The case to condemn the building? I think you already have plenty to go to trial. Point one, the center of the sun is not a residential zone.”

			Cooper bit his tongue. He’d made fun of this shitty apartment for years. He didn’t know why now all of a sudden he was so determined to defend it. The bathroom was old and gross.

			And seeing Park’s relaxed, beautiful body in it made him want to lock them both in here together to stay until the building itself came down around them.

			He changed the subject. “Sorry about Ava. I’m assuming from the lack of panicking, she didn’t come in here when you were...alternately formed.” Cooper dipped his fingers into the tub and found the water predictably cold. “Were you really in the bath?”

			Park managed to raise an eyebrow while keeping his eyes closed. “Do I look like the sort of man who goes around lying to little girls? Just what kind of Grimms’ Fairy Tales wolf do you take me for?”

			“The one with soap in his hair.”

			Park leaned forward, turned the tap on and dunked his head under, scrubbing at the shampoo. When he turned it off and lay back down, a couple suds still clung to his ear. Cooper stared, transfixed by that spot. Suddenly, somehow, he felt even more flushed with heat and a prickle of sweat broke out at his hairline. He swiped at it distractedly.

			“The AC is wrecked. Looks like something ripped into it.”

			Park grunted. “Thank god for that fresh mountain air.”

			Cooper opened his mouth. Closed it. Considered. “When I was in the alley taking the trash out, I thought someone was watching me. But it was a squirrel.” He rolled his eyes at himself and immediately regretted mentioning it. He forced a laugh. “Who says your conversations take a turn for the boring when you move in together? Not us, baby!”

			Park’s eyes had slid open. Warm amaretto looking at him with familiar focused attentiveness. “Do you want me to go downstairs and check it out?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Do you want to report it?”

			“To who? Wildlife Control?”

			“To whom,” Park murmured, automatically.

			“I asked you first,” Cooper said, and flicked a little water toward Park’s chest. It felt nice and cool on his fingers, and he kept his hand submerged, letting it drift, bumping against Park’s thigh. “No, I don’t want to report it. It was nothing. I’m just telling you now so that when we sleep with all the windows open and I’m murdered in the night, my last words can be I told you so.”

			Park grinned, closed his eyes and stretched lazily in the water. “Good ol’ Dayton. He died as he lived. A complete prick.”

			Cooper took the opportunity to stare at Park’s body unobserved. His thick arms and firmly muscled torso and myriad of faded scars looked intimidating, dangerous. His sleepy face and soft cock looked oddly defenseless and vulnerable in the water. His hair standing up from the half-assed tap rinse and remaining suds looked...well, another thing entirely. There was something very silly about seeing a big, powerful man squeezed into a tub, head spotted in bubbles. And by silly Cooper meant punched-in-the-gut sexy.

			But that was Park. The strongest, toughest softie he knew. Made up of these seeming contradictions that all worked together to make Cooper’s heart hammer in its cage, demanding to be let out to call a lawyer. It was unfair, unjust and uncalled for, how much Park made him love him.

			Cooper pulled his hand up Park’s leg, to his calf, scratching through the hairs there, and Park sighed happily. He did not understand how this body could transform itself into the one that had cowered from him before. But then, he did not understand how some people’s bodies could grow entire other humans or why eye colors looked different depending on what color shirt the person was wearing or why a man like this looked to him as some kind of leader. Though at the rate that was going, Cooper would understand perfectly when Park changed his mind there.

			“Have you ever been to North Carolina?” Park asked, startling Cooper out of his grim thoughts.

			“What? No. You?”

			“Too far south of our territory border.” Park stilled, as if realizing what he’d said, then shifted, grabbing a bottle off the tub’s edge, and the water sloshed.

			“You’ve met the alpha of one of the directors, though? Paul Claymont?”

			“Once. Years ago, when we were young. I was accompanying my uncle on a check-in trip.” Park’s voice was relaxed and supremely casual, but he was focused just a little too intently on pouring out a small amount of conditioner for Cooper to buy it. “Marcus often had me come with him, in case of trouble. There wasn’t any, that time.” He started working the conditioner into his hair a little too aggressively, pulling at the strands a little too hard.

			Cooper stood up and repositioned himself sitting on the flat ledge of the tub near Park’s head. Gently, he pulled Park’s hands away. “May I?” he asked.

			Park looked up at him, wide-eyed, and then gave a jerky nod.

			Cooper ran his fingers soothingly through Park’s wet, soapy hair and felt him immediately relax into the touch. “If Claymont and Kreuger were both from northern packs around the same time, is it possible they knew each other? That Claymont recognized Kreuger? They could have had history.”

			“I suppose it’s possible, though they weren’t from the same state. We’re not the largest community.” Park’s expression turned thoughtful. “From what I know, Becca runs an excellent pack. I wonder why Claymont decided to leave it.”

			“People move,” Cooper said a little more sharply than he’d intended. “I thought wolves were free to leave packs when they wished.”

			“Mmm,” Park said with less adamant agreement than Cooper was hoping for. “I mean, sure, we can—unless you’re in a rebel pack which is much more complicated—but it’s not a particularly pleasant experience. There’s usually a definite reason that makes the...bad feelings worth it.”

			“So like ending any serious relationship, then,” Cooper said, trying not to let the creeping anxiety he felt slip into his voice. Apparently unsuccessfully, as he felt Park still beneath his hands.

			“Not quite,” Park said eventually. “Though like a breakup, certainly some wolves feel more...trapped than others depending on the circumstances.”

			Cooper’s heart was beating very fast and giving him a nauseating, light-headed buzz in his veins and throat. Trapped? He hated the way that sounded. Depending on what circumstances? What kind of bad feelings? But he could feel Park growing even more tense under his hands and changed the subject quickly. “All these rules,” he said, forcing a light tone. “Will it be a problem that I’m not a wolf?”

			Park shook his head dismissively. “No, of course not.”

			“Because I’ve been down that road before with you and it was...bumpy,” Cooper added, remembering the whole mess of meeting Park’s family.

			Park twisted out of his grip a bit to meet his eyes. “I really am sorry about that. I failed you. Too caught up in my own bullshit.”

			Cooper pulled him back in place, uncomfortable. He hadn’t meant to guilt-trip Park. Especially not after what had happened earlier. “It’s fine. It’s not like you didn’t have anything else going on at the time. Go back to telling me about how I’m going to be the most popular boy at camp and make so many new friends.”

			“We might get some curious looks and overly personal questions, but it won’t be a problem,” Park said, relaxing under Cooper’s hands again. “My family is one of the oldest packs in North America with hardly any history of—” he cleared his throat “—ah, mating with humans. But it’s unreasonable and increasingly impossible to maintain as we die out. I’m sure Paul Claymont is far more...modern.”

			Cooper made a face. On one hand, that sounded like some seriously messed up shit. On the other, humans who knew about wolves had a track record of treating them like garbage, intentionally or not. How exhausting, how painful, was it to partner with someone who could never possibly understand your daily experience? Who didn’t even know how to touch and comfort you when it mattered?

			He winced. On days like this, he understood why wolves like Park’s grandmother worried about wolf-human relationships.

			The conditioner was well worked in at this point, but he continued to massage Park’s head. Contrary to earlier, Park was pushing into Cooper’s hands and practically thrumming with pleasure at the touch. What made this touch so different to before?

			Cooper used the lather to work Park’s hair up into two little ears, then sat back to get a good look at him. He couldn’t help grinning and kissed his fingertips. “My finest work.”

			Park gave him a look that said he knew exactly what was happening and was only tolerating it for Cooper’s sake. “I would think you’ve seen enough of my big ears for one day,” he said, and turned the faucet on, leaning forward to rinse out his hair.

			Cooper frowned, watching him. It was difficult to know when to let potentially self-disparaging comments like that slide. Difficult to imagine Park ever felt poorly about himself at all, but Cooper knew better now. He waited until Park had turned the water off and was reclining with his eyes closed before he said, “I want to know what happened in the bedroom.”

			Park groaned. “A terrible I Know What You Did Last Summer porn parody.”

			“Oliver,” Cooper insisted. “Did I—I hurt you?”

			Park’s eyes shot open. “No. Of course not.”

			“But you yelped,” Cooper said, and Park winced at the animalistic term. “Or shrieked, cried out, yodeled, I don’t know, but it sounded nothing like, Jeepers, that feels grand.”

			“I shift into a wolf, Cooper, not a Hardy Boy.”

			“You know what I mean.”

			Park bit his lip. “I was just...startled.”

			“That’s not just it. I need to know what I’m doing wrong so I can fix it. Please,” he added, almost whispering.

			It hurts me to see you hurt, Cooper thought. He didn’t say it. He didn’t want to guilt Park further or make it about him. He didn’t even quite understand why it had hurt so badly. The visceral...something that had torn through him when Park had cried out.

			“It’s not—there’s nothing wrong.” Park sighed in frustration and maneuvered himself so he was sitting straighter in the tub, knees up, and Cooper’s hand fell away. Park reached out to take it. “It’s not you, it’s me.”

			Cooper nodded. “Very helpful. How on earth will an evolved couple like us convincingly pretend to need counseling?”

			Park squeezed his hand and he took a deep breath. “I really was just startled. I’m not used to being touched. Like that.” He coughed. “In fur. Petted like that.”

			Cooper’s throat clenched. “You mean it was...demeaning?”

			“No, no.” Park looked at the ceiling, and Cooper could see his jaw muscle pulsing as he clearly struggled to say something. “You saw how Muñoz reacted to me today. Her aversion. The story she told of...the Shepherd.”

			“How she jumped you, you mean.”

			“I had just cut off the head of her pack,” Park said, without any inflection at all. “I was a monster of her worst nightmares there to turn her world upside down.”

			“Oliver, no—”

			Park held up his hand. “Her attack was justified, if unbelievably reckless. The point is that when I’m in fur, no one really...touches me. Not like you did. Nicely. Gently.”

			“What are you saying here, that no one’s ever touched you in fur unless it’s to attack you?” Cooper asked. He meant it jokingly, but Park blushed and looked down, rubbing his finger along the grout at the edge of the tub.

			“I mean, no, of course people have touched me. Like, in February, when you saw me in fur for the first time, you touched me then, too.” Park’s speech was quiet, stilted, embarrassed. “That was...really nice.”

			“Oliver, I was tugging shards of glass out of your flesh after we’d fought for our lives,” Cooper said bleakly. “Tell me that’s not your only positive touch story. What about your family? Your exes? You cannot look me in the eye and tell me Eli isn’t touchy.”

			Park smiled with wry fondness, shifted, and the water sloshed. “Of course he is. But not when I’m...like that. Not while I’m hurt, angry, dangerous. No one, ah, dominant, has ever reached out to calm me down.”

			Cooper’s brain flipped over at the word dominant—him dominant over Oliver? That just didn’t sound right—but Park was still talking.

			“I promise, it just startled me,” he said, and pulled Cooper’s hand to his own cheek. “Though it shouldn’t have.” He twisted to press a lingering kiss to his palm. “I know what to expect next time.”

			“Next time?” Cooper’s voice sounded a little shaky.

			A strange expression flashed over Park’s face, too quickly to decipher. It had almost looked like fear, but when he spoke Park sounded calm and casual. “I think after a weekend at Camp Howl you’ll have more than your fill of wolves in all our forms, myself included.”

			“Impossible,” Cooper said. “I can never be too full of you.”

			Park softly nipped at the flesh between Cooper’s thumb and finger, then rubbed his mouth back and forth over the spot like an apology. “But I love it when you’re full of me.”

			Cooper snorted. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but whatever it is, the answer is I’m too hot for it.”

			Park gently guided Cooper’s hand into the water, grasp loose enough that Cooper could easily pull away. “It’s cool in here.”

			“So it is,” Cooper said, mock-surprised. He rubbed his hand lightly over Park’s chest, brushing almost imperceptibly at his nipples, letting the movement of the water do most of the work. Park’s dick twitched lazily, but Cooper didn’t reach for it. Instead, he thought about what Park had said about touch. The different ways we touch people: to arouse, appease, calm, excite, hurt, warn, beg. How impossible it was to fully understand how our touch feels to another. How it means different things to different people. Cooper may not see Park as submissive to him, but obviously after a lifetime being viewed only as a threat, a leader or both, Park felt Cooper’s touch was different. And that was fine.

			Until the day Park realized he’d been wrong about Cooper all along and thrown away a ton of money and bought a whole-ass house for someone who couldn’t be the person he thought he was. Cooper wasn’t special. Just clueless.

			“I’m getting all wrinkly,” Park said, startling Cooper out of his thoughts. He gently batted Cooper’s hand away. “Grab me a towel.”

			“Yes, sir,” Cooper said sarcastically.

			“Chop, chop, there’s a good boy.” Park winked and heaved himself to standing, water pouring off him. Cooper fetched a fresh towel, then perched on the sink counter to watch Park soap himself thoroughly in the shower and rinse off. He was tempted to jump in there with him, clothes and all, but resisted, enjoying the view too much.

			When Park stepped out onto the bath mat and reached for the towel, Cooper resisted. “Should I dry you now, sir?” he asked, winking.

			Park raised an eyebrow, but dropped his hand willingly and seemed bemused. “Yes, I think you’d better.”

			Cooper slid off the counter and carefully scrubbed the towel over Park’s hair and then down over his skin. He kept his eyes lowered, focused on collecting all the stray water droplets. When he’d finished drying Park’s torso, Cooper eased to his knees and began to make his way up his legs, but could sense Park watching him, breathing slightly more audibly than before.

			While working the towel in slow, circular movements on Park’s inner thigh, the back of Cooper’s hand brushed accidentally, then intentionally, against his balls. Park’s muscles flexed and clenched beneath his hands, but Cooper stayed “focused” on his task, moving his face close enough that he could feel his own breath bouncing back to him off Park’s skin.

			When Park was mostly dry—and definitely hard—Cooper sat back on his heels, with the wet towel clenched in his own lap, and looked up at him from under his lashes, faux-shyly. “Will that be all? Or is there anything else I can do for you?”

			Park reached down and grabbed Cooper’s chin, forcing his face up. He dragged his thumb across Cooper’s lips roughly, parting them, then easing off, studying Cooper’s face. Cooper stared back up at him and tried not to shift on the hard, uneven floor. He was too old for this. Actually, fuck that, at what age was kneeling on tiny tiles not painful?

			Abruptly Park let go of his face. “Go into the bedroom,” he said.

			Cooper gave him a look that meant he knew Park had noticed his discomfort and chosen knee health over what was shaping up to be a sexy bathroom blowjob and he did not approve, but Park just crossed his arms. “Don’t make me say it again,” he said.

			Cooper stood awkwardly, hard in his shorts, and opened the door to leave. Park’s hand shot over his shoulder and shoved it closed again. Holding it like that, his arm blocked Cooper in, preventing him from turning to face Park in the cramped space.

			“Your clothes are wet,” Park said evenly. “Leave them here.”

			Hands trembling, Cooper carefully stripped, the movement occasionally bumping his body against Park’s. When he bent to pull his shorts down, Park’s other hand gripped his hip for a moment, steadying him, then pulled him back against his crotch twice in rapid succession. Cooper barely had time to choke back a groan before Park released him and patted his ass cheek.

			“Go wait for me on the bed,” he said, taking his hand off the door.

			Cooper stumbled into the bedroom and considered what to do. Behind him, he could hear Park tidying up the bathroom, cleaning spilled water on the floor and hanging the towel to dry right in the middle of kinky sex because he was ridiculous, fastidious and filthy, and Cooper never thought he could adore anyone as much he did this fucking man.

			Quickly he yanked the comforter off, set some pillows up by the headboard to look as welcoming as possible and kneeled right by them at the top of the bed just as Park came in.

			Park made an approving sound and lay down, back up against the pillows. “Mmm. Isn’t this more comfortable?” Park asked, stroking lazily up Cooper’s side that was just about even with his shoulder. “Now I get to use your pretty mouth and watch that ass bobbing in my face. Would you like that?” Park checked that Cooper was down with this plan.

			“Yes,” Cooper said, a little breathlessly. “I’d like that.”

			“Good.” In one fluid motion, Park wound his fingers through Cooper’s hair, tight to the scalp so it didn’t hurt, and dragged his head down between his legs. “Suck me,” he ordered.

			Cooper gripped Park’s dick and greedily guided it into his mouth, working his tongue. Park’s hand remained on the back of his head and gently urged him up and down even as he resisted thrusting into Cooper’s throat. Balancing on his knees and one hand, Cooper took Park deeper, up and down, and arched his back toward Park in the same rhythm. He felt Park’s other hand grip his ass cheek, massage it, then tug him open and exposed.

			Cooper groaned when Park spit on his hole a couple times and then began to rub his thumb firmly over the quivering flesh, relaxing the muscle there, getting him slick.

			“Slacking on the job already?” Park asked, and Cooper realized he’d been doing nothing but breathe heavily with Park’s dick resting against his tongue for several moments. Too lost to the trickling electricity lighting the nerve ends along his taint to his balls to do anything but drool.

			Dazedly he started blowing him again, and Park rewarded him dipping his thumb inside Cooper’s hole. “That’s it,” he murmured. “Greedy little thing. Sucking me right in, aren’t you?”

			Cooper didn’t know whether he was referring to his mouth or ass, but hummed agreement and worked himself up to an almost frantic pace, stroking and sucking sloppily. Park let him—occasionally grunting and twitching his hips, his feet arching as he fought to stay still—before easing Cooper’s head off gently.

			Cooper whimpered and Park shushed him soothingly. “It’s okay, come up here for me now so I can taste you.” He urged Cooper to straddle his chest backward, spread him open, and licked into him.

			“Oliv—Oliver,” Cooper gasped against the crease of Park’s thigh, and squirmed away, curving his back in a vain attempt to hide himself. The sensation too much, too intense, too intimate. Park growled and tugged him back, one large hand pressing down on Cooper’s back, forcing him to arch and open.

			“Can’t—I can’t—” What precisely he couldn’t do was unclear, even to Cooper. He couldn’t lasso his thoughts into working order? Couldn’t continue any semblance of a semi-decent blowjob while Park ate his ass out? Couldn’t remain fully grounded on this planet? The possibilities were endless.

			Without thinking, Cooper began to rock backward against Park’s tongue desperately, dragging his own open mouth back and forth over the coarse hairs of Park’s thigh. When he felt two thick fingers press unrelentingly inside him, Cooper keened and bit down on Park’s flesh there.

			Park’s whole body bucked, and if Cooper had been a smaller person, he might have been thrown off. As it was, he was disoriented and barely cognizant of being flipped onto his back in the bed, until he found himself there looking up at Park kneeling by his side. “That wasn’t nice,” Park scolded. “I ought to muzzle you.”

			Cooper groaned and nodded. “Yes. Do it.”

			Park carefully covered Cooper’s mouth with his palm and pushed down so that Cooper’s head felt pinned to the bed and he had to breathe through his nose. Park studied him for discomfort and Cooper gave him a quick thumbs-up.

			“That’s better,” Park said, satisfied. “Now we won’t have any more accidents if I do this, will we?” His other hand reached down and started jacking Cooper off.

			Cooper squirmed, crying out into Park’s palm. He couldn’t seem to keep his eyes open, but he also couldn’t bear to look away from Park’s gaze, focusing on him intently. A pleased, possessive expression on his face.

			“You know what I want,” Park murmured. “Come on. Give it to me. Let me see you make a pretty mess all over yourself.”

			Cooper thrust a couple more times into Park’s grip and tipped over the edge into orgasm. Feeling, not as if he himself had moved, but as if the world had dropped—hurtling suddenly and violently away from him, leaving him behind, untethered and weightless. The only awareness that he still had a body at all, the warm, glowing epicenter of him, seated deep and powerful between his hips.

			The world returned to him in pieces. When he licked his lips, he realized Park’s hand was no longer on his mouth. When he opened his eyes, he saw Park was kneeling up, stroking himself jerkily over Cooper’s body. Cooper just watched him for moment, feeling treacle-slow and detached. On Park’s thigh he saw the spot he’d bitten him, nowhere near hard enough to break skin, but it was blotchy and might bruise for a day. Cooper reached out to brush his fingers over it and Park looked at him, startled.

			“Come here,” Cooper croaked, touching his own lips, fine with however that was interpreted. Park shuffled over to Cooper’s head, and guided his dick to his mouth.

			Cooper kissed and licked at it, holding eye contact, before tentatively suckling the head. It wasn’t long before he felt Park stiffen and jerk. He pulled back to come over Cooper’s chest and neck, then collapsed with a groan.

			They lay like that, not touching in a T-shape by the bottom of the bed, Park lying on his side and facing away, perpendicular above Cooper’s head. After a while, when they’d caught their breaths, Cooper began to laugh. “Well, we’ve certainly got the fucking part of our relationship cover story down, anyway.”

			Park chuckled. “I’m all for practice, but you don’t think they’ll be watching us in our private room, I hope.”

			“You never know,” Cooper said, sobering a bit. He tilted his head up slightly to look at Park, noticing the now familiar, faint scars that littered his back.

			“You’ve never mentioned it before,” Park said hesitantly, still facing away from him. “That you worked undercover.”

			Cooper didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, “Not much to tell. I did a couple assignments in my FBI days. Nothing too intense.”

			He traced one silvery scar shaped like a wishbone with his eyes. It was a startling reminder that there were still things they didn’t know about each other. Or, hell, maybe there weren’t. Not very important things, at least. In real life, not every scar had a story. Not every silence hid a dark secret. Maybe that’s what a long-term relationship was. After the heady rush of discovery had passed, it was time to learn when to reopen a healed wound and when to just let the scar fade. He supposed he had plenty of opportunity to ask at couples’ camp.

			“Any tips?” Park asked, and Cooper frowned, confused. “Any tips on being undercover?” he clarified.

			“Hmm.” Cooper thought about that. “I find the key is not to lie.”

			He could feel Park’s skepticism. “That seems...counterintuitive.”

			“Even if you’re a good liar. Especially if you’re a good liar. The first lie is easy. The second one isn’t that hard, either. But then there’s the third. Three lies is the beginning of a character sketch. And if there’s something off about your character, if the lies don’t add up to the same believable person, you get found out. Trust me, everyone’s a wannabe psychoanalyst, ready to get on the couch and dissect your inconsistencies.”

			“So to be undercover, we tell the truth?”

			“We tell a bunch of truths. As many truths as you can. Overwhelm them with true things until they know so much about you they won’t even notice that they don’t know anything important at all.”

			Park sighed mock tragically. “And people think I’m the scary one.”

			Cooper studied his back. “I hope you know I don’t think you’re scary. Not ever,” he said quietly.

			Park didn’t react, but his body was very still, like he didn’t quite know what to do with that information. Then, abruptly his hand reached back behind him, seeking, and Cooper grabbed it.

			“See? I told you,” Park said, holding on to his hand like it was something precious. “You’re just different.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			“Why does it feel like all our cases send us to the gloomiest places off the map?” Cooper asked as they drove the endless, winding road into the mountains. There were hardly any turnoffs, though occasionally they passed a few cars parked to the side, clustered by short wooden fences and rickety stairs—scenic pull-offs that overlooked some waterfall or natural swimming hole.

			“High altitudes, high crime rates?” Park offered from the driver’s seat of the airport rental car. It wasn’t their usual big, dark, intimidating SUV, but a vain little sports car about seven years past its heyday. Precisely the sort of thing a fairly well-off couple in the midst of a crisis might drive. Santiago had set it up for them and it wasn’t exactly suited for navigating these North Carolina mountains. Cooper half-feared the aforementioned crisis would be them not making it there in one piece.

			“One day, we’ll get assigned a nice, sunny beach murder,” Cooper said. “And it will be wonderful.”

			“What nice, normal goals you have,” Park murmured, slowing as they approached a subtle wooden sign to the side that simply read Maudit Falls. “Is this it?”

			“Um...” The deeper into the mountains they’d gotten, the more inconsistent the phone service had become. For the last fifteen minutes or so Cooper had been navigating them based on a printed-out sheet of instructions the retreat had provided online. He held up the rudimentary map so Park could see the primitive black lines with a couple of triangles drawn in the upper right corner he imagined must be mountains. It looked more like something a child had scrawled in the sand with their toe than a guide. Unhelpfully, the words Mill, Lodge, Falls and A New Beginning were handwritten in various places but didn’t seem attached to any roads or structures.

			“Let’s see, triangles in the distance? Check. Coffee stain on the left... Yeah, this is definitely it,” he said.

			Park shot Cooper a look but took the turn anyway. Immediately the road turned to dirt and the atmosphere got even darker. According to the car clock, it was just after one, though from deep within the shadows of forest it could have been dawn, dusk or a particularly eerie midnight under a full harvest moon. The ambiguity of the light only heightened the sense that they had been en route forever, trapped in some never-ending time loop that Cooper always felt when travelling.

			Their flight had been painfully early though short, and Cooper and Park had spent most of it reviewing the details of their undercover identities. As Cooper had predicted, only the most basic and vague information was given. What they could tell the truth about, they would. An elaborate lie was a short-lived one.

			Kyle Davis and Andrew Preston had also met at work and started dating over a year ago, same as Cooper and Oliver. Though instead of working for a top-secret agency investigating crimes against werewolves, Kyle was an administrative assistant at a small college where Andrew was a professor in the English Department (a job Park had actually held before the Trust). Cooper thought their pretend relationship sounded quite sexy and amused Park during the drive with imaginings of their courtship where they had “most definitely fucked on a desk.”

			Sadly for Kyle and Andrew, it wasn’t all grade-A sex these days. They got into a lot of arguments. Small stuff mostly. But the small stuff got blown out of proportion because Kyle was too quick to snap something hurtful and Andrew too likely to shut him out, become uncommunicative. They weren’t looking for a way to stop fighting, per se, but rather a way to fight more productively with less hurt feelings and things said that couldn’t be unsaid. It was, as Park pointed out, almost too close to home. But that was the danger of undercover work: the blurring of identities. The things you learned about yourself when you were...not yourself.

			After a couple minutes, the pitted, dirt road spilled into a grassy clearing of sorts where a cabin sat, built into a hill and cradled by trees. To the left, the road narrowed even further and continued down another hill, disappearing into more forest. To the right was a large barn, its doors closed and—to Cooper’s alarm—padlocked with a heavy chain. Somewhere nearby came the constant roar of a lawnmower.

			They both surveyed the area skeptically. The cabin was rundown from the outside and small. Far too small to be a business. “What kind of therapy do they employ here, again, exactly?” Cooper asked. “Aversion?”

			“We might have taken the wrong turn.” Park checked his phone map. “Still no service. What do you think? Would Kyle and Andrew venture out and ask directions?”

			“I don’t know, are Kyle and Andrew auditioning for victims one and two in a horror movie?”

			Park stifled a smile. “Kyle would.” He patted the steering wheel. “Andrew needs to keep the car running and getaway ready. For reasons.”

			“I hate Andrew.”

			“That’s why we’re here,” Park said mournfully.

			The sound of the mower abruptly shut off and the clearing buzzed with the resulting silence. From behind the barn a man appeared. He was white and appeared to be close to Cooper’s age—around mid-to-late thirties. His hair was too close cut to tell the color, and he was wiping his sweaty face with a piece of gray fabric. Because Cooper was an excellent detective, he deduced the fabric was a shirt based on the fact that the man was dressed only in a pair of worn-out, low-slung jeans that hugged his thighs. His bare upper body was tanned, muscular and...unusually attractive in its proportions.

			“Huh,” Park said, and even he sounded startled. Cooper silently agreed.

			The man had obviously caught sight of them and was staring at the car. Without the shirt covering it, his face was just as lovely as the rest of him, prominent features making him look almost sculpted. The man waved and smiled lazily before leaning against the wall of the barn with an inviting tilt of his head.

			“Well, keep the car running, Andrew my lad,” Cooper said cheerfully, and hopped out of the car. “Be back in a bit.” He just heard Park’s sputtering before he slammed the door shut and approached the stranger.

			“Hi! Excuse me! So sorry to bother you, but I think we’re a little lost,” Cooper called out as he approached. He felt himself already slipping into a more outgoing, friendly version of himself he’d taken on for other undercover assignments where it was a charming guileless nature that got you information a badge no longer could. It was like putting on an old pair of favorite jeans. He’d forgotten how good it felt to pretend to be someone else. For a little while, anyway.

			The man didn’t move from the barn wall or respond, but he smiled again, a slightly off-putting eagerness in his expression.

			“Um, we’re looking for, uh, Maudit Falls Retreat,” Cooper said, stumbling a little, intentionally, as he figured Kyle Davis would when revealing he and his partner were in search of couples counseling.

			“You found it.” The man’s voice was smooth, almost melodic, and Cooper registered the pleasantness of it before the meaning.

			“Oh,” he said, unable to hide his surprise and looked over at the cabin to their left. He couldn’t hear or see a trace of any other people on site. “Um.”

			The man laughed. “This is the staff quarters. You’ll be wanting the main lodge. There was a turn a little ways down the main road, but you can get to it from the back.” He gestured toward the narrowing road, little more than a wide dirt path, that disappeared down the hill and into the woods.

			“Oh,” Cooper said again with some relief. “Do you work here?”

			The man straightened up unhurriedly and held out his hand, which Cooper took. “I’m the retreat cook,” he said. “Jack Nielsen. But you can call me Jackie.”

			Cooper purposefully let his gaze flicker down Nielsen’s shirtless and dirt-smudged skin, then dart back up, acting embarrassed. Flattering, to put him at ease. “Don’t tell me they have you foraging for ingredients. Jackie,” he added, noticing that Nielsen hadn’t let go of his hand.

			Nielsen laughed. “We lost our grounds guy last week. I’m just filling in temporarily ’til they find a replacement.”

			“Lost?” Cooper asked, all alarm. “Is he okay?”

			Nielsen’s grip on Cooper’s hand tightened momentarily before he released it completely. “Nothing like that. He just took off.” He squinted at Cooper. “You’re a dramatic little thing.”

			“Oh,” Cooper laughed. “Sorry. Guess I’ve been living in the city too long.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “I’m a little nervous about this whole deep-in-the-mountains, cut-off-from-the-world thing. But it’s still a retreat. I mean, they won’t make us do anything dangerous.” He laughed again. “No one’s ever gotten hurt, right?”

			Nielsen shrugged. “The couple that survives together, thrives together,” he said smiling, though it wasn’t really friendly so much as privately amused. Like something about Cooper was funny to him. “You look like a survivor to me.”

			Cooper felt an uncomfortable prickle up his spine. He tried to joke it off. “I can’t tell if that’s a compliment or not.”

			Nielsen looked away and didn’t answer. “If you follow this road here down the hill, it will lead you straight to the lodge. Can’t miss it. They’ll check you in and take you to your cabin.”

			“Thank you so much,” Cooper said. “I guess I’ll see you around then!” He started to turn away.

			“Dramatic little thing,” Nielsen called. “You didn’t tell me your name.”

			“Oh sorry! Kyle Davis. I’m here with my partner, Andrew.” Cooper glanced back at the waiting car but couldn’t see more than an impression of Park through the window.

			Nielsen followed his gaze. “He must be the wolf then.”

			Cooper stiffened, a slick knot of anxiety appearing in the base of this throat. “Excuse me?” he said coolly.

			Nielsen didn’t seem bothered by his tone in the least. “No offense meant. At least one of you must be to come to the retreat and it’s obviously not you.” He took a step closer. “It can get kind of overwhelming at the lodge, for our human guests. If you’re looking for a little break sometime, a little chat, come find me. I’m not one of them, either, see.”

			Cooper searched Nielsen’s face for some kind of clue as to what he was saying. “Okay. Thanks,” he said slowly. “I kind of expected all the staff to be wolves.”

			Nielsen shrugged. “Vanessa likes to keep all sorts here. Besides, a pack’s success depends on each member bringing their special and unique strength,” he seemed to quote. “If you’re not unique, you’re superfluous. And that’s a very bad thing to be.” His eyes glinted. “A little preview of your welcoming speech.”

			“Right,” Cooper said, when it became clear that Nielsen was done talking. “I should—” He took a step back and then paused. “Out of curiosity, if you’re human, how did you know that I am, too? How could you tell?”

			Nielsen blinked slowly at him. He had such light blue eyes and long blond lashes that it gave him a sort of Nordic serial killer vibe. Or maybe Cooper was just projecting based on this conversation. “The way you looked at me,” Nielsen said.

			Cooper wasn’t faking the heat in his cheeks now. “Ah. Well. You’re telling me wolves don’t look at you?”

			Nielsen smiled. “Not with their eyes.” He slung his sweaty shirt over his shoulder and backed toward the cabin. “Don’t forget. If you need a friendly face, or an afterhours snack, come find me.” He added, almost mockingly, “We’re all happy to help you have your best possible stay at Maudit.”

			Cooper watched him disappear inside, the flimsy screen door banging loudly and bouncing in and out of the frame. He returned to the car.

			“Those must have been some directions,” Park said, nodding at the car clock.

			Cooper was quiet as he buckled himself in, considering. “The good news is this isn’t where we’re sleeping. The bad news is I didn’t pack any safely sealed and non-poisoned food, and the retreat cook is creepy as hell.”

			Park’s expression turned startled and he looked hastily at the cabin. “That’s the cook? What’s he cooking out here wearing that?”

			“Drive this way,” Cooper said, and updated him on the relevant bits of his and Nielsen’s conversation as they followed the road down the hill. The car quickly fell into shadow once again when the trees closed in around them.

			“Whether he walked off this mountain or is buried under the pines, I do believe Kreuger uncovered something weird here. Something weird enough to make him contact an ex he no longer spoke to,” Cooper said. “I doubt he’s the only one who knew about it. The cook, Nielsen, he was...odd.” He subtly studied Park in the driver’s seat. Watched him focus on driving slowly over enormous potholes. Whatever land Kreuger had been taking care of, it wasn’t the roads. “Oliver, look at me a sec.”

			Park glanced at him, inhaling sharply. “What? What’s wrong?”

			Cooper hesitated, embarrassed, worried about offending him. “If I were to say you don’t look at me with your eyes, what would that mean to you?”

			Park’s face shifted to surprise and then, to Cooper’s relief, amusement. “Where’d you hear that?” Cooper told him what Nielsen had said, and again Park seemed to find it funny, if a bit perplexing. “And here I thought I had an old-fashioned upbringing,” he said.

			“What does that mean?”

			Park considered his words carefully. “There’s this idea that we, wolves, primarily interpret the world through scent. Nose first, then ears, lastly eyes. Humans work the opposite.”

			“I don’t get it,” Cooper said.

			“Your average human sees a mouse and it makes a sound like a lion and smells like a snake, you’d say that mouse made a weird sound. A wolf would say there’s a snake in this room and it sounds like a lion and looks like a mouse.”

			“And that’s not true?”

			Park shrugged. “Do scents pay a much bigger role in my life than yours? Of course. But I don’t just go around totally ignoring visual cues. That’s a super outdated misconception even my grandparents didn’t raise us on. You mostly just hear about it in old-timey fables—crows who bathe themselves with rainwater become invisible and steal food. You know, your usual shenanigans.”

			“Where do you think Nielsen picked it up from?

			Park shook his head. “Whoever made him aware must have had some super traditional beliefs. Or he heard it referred to out of context and took it for absolute truth. Made it weird himself.”

			“That guy? Make it weird? Nah.” Cooper tapped his fingers against the door, thoughtfully. “So do you ever look at me with your, you know, nose?”

			Park frowned. “Ye-es,” he said slowly, paused, then added a little slyly under his breath, “Sometimes it’s the only chance I have of understanding what the hell you’re thinking.”

			Cooper’s lips quirked and he shuffled a bit in his seat, leaning over to inhale deeply right under Park’s jawline. Of course he couldn’t pick up any more nuance than the usual, like crisp linen and leaves. But to his delight, something about the action caused Park to flush, faintly.

			“What do I smell like to you right now, then?” Cooper murmured. “Nice?”

			“A nice pain in the ass,” Park said dryly.

			Cooper laughed low, kissed his temple and leaned back in his seat. “Careful there, Mr. Preston. Them’s flirtin’ words.”

			When the road finally pulled back into a clearing, Cooper blinked and mouthed wow. A huge building of wood, stone and glass dominated the space. The lodge was two stories, had a large wraparound porch and most of the front was windows. There was a clear little parking lot discreetly to the side with some cars, an extra-large golf cart and, interestingly, a ranger’s vehicle. Cooper exchanged a look with Park.

			“Santiago didn’t say anything about the local law being involved,” Cooper said.

			“Maybe it’s not about Kreuger.”

			The retreat may have been down a groundskeeper, but the landscape was immaculately kept. Nothing about this place looked rundown or uncared for as the staff building had. Park pulled into the lot and they got out of the car. Cooper took a deep breath surveying the area. The air was blessedly much cooler here in the mountains than DC and felt wet and heavy on his tongue. Somewhere nearby he could hear the constant white noise of a waterfall.

			Park appeared at his side with their bags. To the average viewer he seemed perfectly relaxed and happy, but Cooper felt the slight hum of tension as if it was his own. They couldn’t predict who was in there. How quickly Park’s cover would be blown.

			Cooper ran his hand over Park’s back, rubbing slightly, and felt Park shudder and press into the touch. “Ready?”

			“Of course,” Park said quickly, then shot Cooper a contrite look. “Ready enough,” he added with more honesty. “You?”

			Cooper took his bag from Park. “When am I not eager and grateful for the counsel of others?” He pointedly ignored Park’s snort.

			In truth, he was nervous but unexpectedly curious about the therapeutic aspects of the retreat. Not that they were here for that, of course. But Cooper’s only previous experience with therapy was a few mandated sessions after being attacked and nearly killed a couple of years ago. Head swirling with the shocking discovery of werewolves, body struggling to adjust to a list of brand-new cans and cannots, he’d found the sessions boring, trite and utterly useless. They were a chore to sit through on a good day. On a bad day they were...distressing in a way Cooper didn’t feel up to understanding. Not then.

			But he had come a long way—these last few months especially—and now found himself wondering if the “uselessness” of the sessions had more to do with it not being the right time or person and less with his own inability to just feel better. If the retreat gave him the chance to suss out not only a possible criminal but a bit of advice for managing his temper and anxiety, so much the better.

			Of course, it wasn’t a great sign that the first thing Cooper saw as they walked into the beautiful, spacious lobby of the lodge was a heated argument.

			Two women and a man stood in the middle of the room. The man was white, in his twenties, had that permanently red-faced look to him and a blunt, square head made more blunt and square by his military-style haircut. He was also dressed in a ranger officer uniform, though the only policing he seemed to be doing at the moment was standing condescendingly with his hands on his hips observing the two women fight. Or rather, observing one tall redhead wag her finger in the face of the other, shorter woman, who just stood there passively, her own hands folded neatly in front of her.

			“I’ve given you more than enough opportunities to cooperate,” the red-haired woman was saying. “But you refused to do a goddamn thing and now Lee is gone.”

			“I’m sure Mr. Llcaj is fine,” the other said. She was white, in her forties, had prematurely silver hair that curled wildly to her chin, and wore bright purple glasses. She also seemed capable of a lot more calm than Cooper could manage if someone was practically tapping on his nose with a complete disregard for personal space or, you know, not acting like an asshole.

			“The truth is, Dr. Claymont, we can’t be so sure of that,” the ranger said. He had a loping, heavy Southern accent. Floridian or something. “No one can seem to get a hold of Lee for over a week now.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that, but he’s certainly not hiding out here if that’s what you’re asking,” Dr. Claymont said.

			“You know perfectly well that’s not what Beck is asking,” the redhead snapped. She was wearing a painfully neon-green T-shirt with a company name printed boldly across the back, Montclaire Lumber Mill, and her jeans were dusty with sawdust.

			“Then you can’t have any reason to want to search the property,” Dr. Claymont reasoned quickly. Her eyes flickered toward Cooper and Park, and she bit her lip, clearly eager to not continue this conversation under observation. “I do have a business to run, so I’m going to have to ask you to let me get back to work.”

			The redhead laughed humorlessly. “Of course, I wouldn’t want to do anything to sabotage your business. When I—”

			“Perhaps you’d better head back out to the truck, Monty,” the ranger interrupted. He had clearly caught sight of their audience, too. “I’ll give you a ride back to the mill.”

			Monty looked over her shoulder, following his gaze toward Park and Cooper. “Fine. But mind me, Vanessa. You’re not the only one with control here.”

			She spun to leave. She sent an overly friendly smile to Cooper and Park, still lingering by the doorway, and waved at them as she walked by. “Enjoy your stay! And if I were you I wouldn’t go into the woods alone. You never know what else is out there.”

			Cooper didn’t jump when the flats of both her hands slammed into the wooden lodge door as she shoved out of the room, but it was close.

			“Just one more thing before I let you get on with your day, Dr. Claymont,” the ranger said mildly, completely non-reactive to the dramatic exit. Claymont glanced again at Cooper and Park, but the ranger didn’t even give her time to protest. “Your groundskeeper, Kreuger—ex-groundskeeper, sorry. I understand he and Mr. Llcaj had an argument three weeks ago?”

			For the first time, Claymont actually looked irritated. “If you mean Llcaj threw a bottle at him from a moving car, then yes, I suppose you could call it an argument.”

			“But Kreuger didn’t press charges.”

			“No,” Claymont said.

			Ranger Beck waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. “I’d like to get Mr. Kreuger’s forwarding information from you.”

			“I’ll have to look through my files.” She looked pointedly at Cooper and Park. “I can drop them by the station in the next couple days.”

			Beck smiled, taking his time, dragging the pause past the point of comfortable. “You go ahead and look,” he said at last. “No need to drive down to town. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon.”

			“I’m sure,” Claymont said tightly.

			He nodded at her and turned to cast a tight, cool look at Cooper and Park. “Gentlemen,” he said, and strolled out the big front door. When he opened it Cooper could see Monty pacing just outside before it swung shut.

			“I am so sorry about that,” Vanessa said, approaching them. “I honestly don’t know what to say.”

			“Who was that woman?” Cooper asked, figuring it a reasonable question for both an undercover agent and a startled civilian. “Is she a guest here?”

			“Ms. Montclaire runs the lumber mill up the road. Unfortunately, a couple of our guests wandered too far onto her property last month and were sighted. Since then she’s been a bit jumpy about a wolf in the area.” She laughed at that and so did Park.

			Cooper smiled awkwardly. “Did she say someone was missing, though?” he asked tentatively.

			Dr. Claymont flapped her hand in dismissal, and if she was in the least bit worried about anything Monty had said, she wasn’t showing it. “The loggers she hires are unreliable at best and Llcaj is one of the worst. Any other time she’d be agreeing with me that he’s sleeping it off somewhere, but again—” Vanessa shrugged “—humans do tend to blame the Big Bad Wolf even when we’re not there.”

			Park nodded along with that. “Are you expecting trouble?” he asked, matter-of-factly. Cooper thought it was a bit too blunt for a civilian, but Vanessa didn’t seem to find it odd and he realized with a start that conversations around threat of discovery were commonplace between wolves whether they knew each other or not. Above all else, they were all allies in maintaining the secret.

			“Not at all,” Vanessa said. “We can guarantee you a relaxing, safe stay. A true retreat where your only concern is on each other.” She smiled, clearly slipping back into professional mode, taking back the control she’d lost by their unexpected witnessing. She did it well. If Cooper weren’t here investigating a whole other missing person, he’d be convinced nothing was amiss. “Please let me check you in.”

			The lodge lobby was impressively appealing. Wide plank pine floors and the full wall of windows letting in sun gave the room a clean and soothing look. To the side were a few comfortable chairs and a couch gathered around a large stone fireplace, while the back of the room was largely taken up by a wooden reception desk, behind which hung an enormous piece of art. The canvas was a wash of blues and purples, but Cooper could make out an indistinct figure standing on a cliff’s edge. Its hands thrown up in the air, as if pleading with the violently painted waterfall in the background. It was a bit eerie and a decidedly bold choice for lobby art.

			Vanessa caught the direction of his gaze as she eased behind the desk and opened a sleek laptop. “A local artist.”

			“Depicting a local legend,” Park murmured.

			A strange expression flashed across her face—annoyance, maybe even anger. “But one that has traveled far, it seems.”

			“Lit professor,” Park said. “Fables are a bit of a hobby for me.”

			Vanessa smiled genuinely and her posture relaxed. “Let me guess, that must make you Professor Andrew Preston, am I right? And your partner, Kyle Davis.”

			Cooper slid his palm over Park’s back. “That’s us.”

			Vanessa finished checking them in for their five-day stay, all while cheerfully filling them in on the details of the retreat, the unpleasantness of Monty forgotten or at least expertly compartmentalized. The lodge they stood in now was where they’d meet for events, but each couple got their own small, private cabin on the property.

			“You’re in lucky number seven. My personal favorite,” she said, leading them out of the building and into the previously seen golf cart. It was the sort with four rows, one facing backward at the end. At Vanessa’s direction Cooper and Park slid into the row directly behind the driving seat and listened as she gave the retreat spiel, though most of it was familiar from Santiago’s folder.

			Each couple was expected to attend daily personal couples counseling with one of their two on-site licensed psychiatrists. There were also a number of trust-building activities and intimacy workshops they could attend. “Some activities are specifically geared toward wolves only,” she said smoothly. “But you’ll find those marked.”

			Cooper examined her tone for any sign of discomfort or resentment, but found none. When they weren’t in counseling sessions or doing circular trust-falls, or whatever the “trust-building activities” meant, they were welcome to make use of the lodge’s luxury facilities. Swimming pool, steam room, hot tub. A full massage parlor and “plenty of outdoor sport”—the meaning of which was another mystery Cooper would have to solve. Mealtimes could be shared in the common dining room, or with a little forewarning the staff were happy to accommodate takeaway meals if guests desired a more “private setting.” Cooper found himself growing increasingly flushed as Vanessa spoke. Considering he and Park were a real couple, it was harder than he’d expected hearing someone be so blunt about their sex lives.

			But aside from the counseling every day, most of the amenities and services offered seemed to be manufactured around providing private time for “intimate connections.” Was this their main professional advice for working on a relationship? Bone more, but make it fancy?

			The golf cart made it down the hill and rounded the bend. Cooper inhaled sharply. He saw now that the lodge had been built on the side of a cliff, expansive back porch overlooking a lake. Filling the lake opposite the lodge was a tall, thin waterfall.

			“Wow,” he said.

			Vanessa slowed the cart to a stop so they could take in the sight. “There’s a lot of natural beauty in these mountains,” she said. “We kick off every weekend with a hike to the top of the falls for our commitment renewal ceremony. We’re meeting at the lodge at four for that today.”

			“Commitment renewal ceremony?” Cooper said casually, trying very hard to ignore the voice screaming Cult! Cult! Cult! in the back of his head.

			“Some of the program sessions can be very intense,” she said, starting the cart again. “You’ll dig deep, discover truths about each other you never have known.”

			“I hope we don’t have any more secrets left,” Cooper said, exchanging a sardonic look with Park.

			“Maybe not.” Vanessa waved her hand as she slowed to a stop in front of a sweet little one-room cabin. Wooden siding, mossy roof and shaded by a copse of trees, it looked like something out of a fairy tale. Hopefully one of the updated editions where no one would be skinned, cooked and eaten alive. Nearby, the constant noise of the waterfall softened the sounds of the summer air. “But you’d be surprised by some of the emotions that come up while here,” she added. “We’ve found it helps to start our time together by reiterating the reasons we want the relationship to work. When the work gets tough, it’s important to remember why you’re really here.”

			At least that Cooper could agree with.

			
 
			The interior of the cabin was cozy but pleasant. The bed big, sturdy, the furniture sparse but solid handcrafted wood, and someone had obviously made an effort to make up for the limited natural light by decorating the one-bed/one-bath in pale, airy colors. The whites, pastel blues and accents of sage weren’t Cooper’s style per se, but he doubted anyone would get offended by them, and that was probably the point.

			Stretched out on the bed trying to ease the knots out of his spine, Cooper eyed Park seated at the desk across the room and wondered if it was his style. Or, alarming thought, what if Park genuinely liked those gaudy mansions and velvet fainting couches, or whatever such homes were filled with?

			Cooper opened his mouth, closed it. They were on a case, not a real getaway. If the biggest “emotional secret” waiting to be uncovered Vanessa had referred to was that Park was an aesthetic Liberace in waiting, they’d cross that golden bridge when they got to it.

			He turned his thoughts to the case. “What do you make of this missing logger?” he asked the ceiling.

			“A human fights with Kreuger and now they’re both nowhere to be found? Unlikely to be a coincidence,” Park said. “If they did have a second run-in, that’s certainly one reason Kreuger would want to disappear.”

			Cooper frowned. “You think Kreuger killed Llcaj and went on the run? Why not the other way around? Sounded to me like Llcaj attacked him first. He could have finished the job and pulled a vanishing act himself.”

			Park hummed, flicking through his phone distractedly. “Or they’re both victims of someone else. Kreuger thought he might be able to get a deal. He must have thought he had information on somebody the BSI would want. Or thought he could lie about it, anyway.”

			Cooper considered that. Despite discovering a whole second possible victim, they weren’t any further in what they did and didn’t know.

			“Find anything interesting on that?” he asked, indicating Park’s phone. Vanessa had reiterated that all guests were requested to meet at the lodge at four and that they were welcome to explore until then or just “have a lie down,” which Cooper supposed meant sex. The only requirement was that they log onto the retreat site and complete “some initial consent forms, questionnaires, you know the deal.”

			“No, nothing unexpected. Plus, we have to sign up for some trust-building activities. Looks like everyone on staff pitches in to teach at least one each. Too bad we can’t split up and cover more ground that way.”

			“Yeah, splitting up for the trust-building activities during couples’ camp. Not sure even I can swing that one,” Cooper said dryly. “So what are we talking about here? Three-legged race? Hot dog eating contest?”

			Park sounded amused. “This isn’t fifth-grade sleepaway camp, Cooper. It’s a werewolf couples’ retreat.”

			“Right. So, how to tantric sex and a get-to-know-ya orgy under the full moon?”

			Park was suspiciously quiet. Cooper rolled to his stomach and propped himself up on his elbows. “Tell me that’s not it.”

			“Oh, yeah, no. No full moon needed,” Park said distractedly, reading something on the screen with a frown. “Unrelated question, you packed your Venetian mask, right?”

			Cooper considered throwing a pillow at him, but was too comfortable to move.

			Park continued, “In all seriousness, though, you’re going to have to take your AQ before we can sign up for any of these.”

			“My what?” Cooper frowned. He’d heard that term somewhere before, but had to search his memory for it.

			“Your Alpha Quotient test,” Park said simply, still flicking and tapping at the screen.

			Cooper scrambled upright. “What? I—but—what?”

			Park was biting down a smile. “They want everyone to take it, to get a sense of strengths, weaknesses, our interpersonal dynamic.”

			“Yes, but... I’m not...a wolf,” Cooper said blankly, head spinning.

			Park shook his head sadly, still tapping on the screen. “Ten minutes at counseling camp and the first dark secret has already emerged. Dr. Claymont did warn us.”

			“No, but—can you look at me, please?”

			“Give me ten seconds,” Park said. Cooper watched him tap at the screen and then put it down. “All right, I just finished mine.”

			“You took yours already? Just now?” Cooper cried, dismayed. “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have watched!”

			Park’s eyebrow rose. “You mean cheat?”

			“Cheeeeat,” Cooper hedged. “There’s a lot of gray area around that, isn’t there?”

			Park’s right eyebrow jumped up to join the other. “I know what I want to talk about in our session tomorrow, anyway.”

			Cooper shot Park a look and shifted on the bed, feeling jittery. “What did you get? Can I see the test? How many questions are there? How the hell did you just take it right here while we were talking? Is that still valid?”

			Park held up his hand and Cooper’s mouth snapped shut. “It said we get our scores back during our session with the counselor tomorrow to discuss them. I’ve taken the AQ many, many times in my life. This one had some new stuff, but nothing I can’t do while talking to you at the same time. Question types and number vary.”

			“How personal are we talking here? Do I give a medical history? Favorite sex position?”

			Park gave him a sharp look. “It has nothing to do with how you like to fuck.”

			Cooper waved him on impatiently. “Then give me some examples.”

			Park sighed. “There’s always a number of hypothetical situation questions.” He smiled slightly. “For example, your mate says you should buy a place together, then comes up with excuses not to attend half of the house viewings and relentlessly scoffs at the other half. What would you do?”

			“Is the right answer guilt him about it when he’s feeling vulnerable?” Cooper asked dryly. “Because, boy, no wonder you dominate this shit.”

			“Then there’s the questions where a sequence of events is described and you have to guess the motivation behind them. A man steals another man’s notebook containing information about said houses, then hides it under the couch pillow rather than get caught reading it. Why? Then your basic rating questions, like, on a scale of one to ten, how strongly do you identify with the statement I am a sneaky little—”

			Cooper tsked. “How strongly do you identify with the statement suck my—”

			“Very strongly. Ten out of ten.” He looked Cooper up and down and uncrossed his legs, leaning forward slightly. “Then sometimes you’re briefly shown an image and have to recall three things about it. The three things you prioritize indicate something about what details stick out to you and are scored different ways. Name three things about the house we saw yesterday.”

			Cooper rolled his eyes then frowned. “Wait, are you serious?”

			Park nodded.

			“I don’t know, marble? And...” He scrambled for some detail that differentiated the house from the others, but all he could think of was Park and their real estate agent Josh standing outside. The nervous way Josh kept looking at Park. Inching closer, inching away. Imitating his stance. Part of it was the way most salespeople adopted their clients’ mannerisms as part of the process of ingratiation. But it was more than that, too. A subconscious sort of fear? Admiration? Attraction? It didn’t matter now. Those certainly weren’t the three words Park was looking for him to list. Cooper had always been more tuned in to people and their emotional state than things or places. He was going to fail this goddamn test.

			Whatever Cooper’s face was doing made Park sigh, a resigned sort of sound. “Never mind. I’m sorry for winding you up. That wasn’t my intention.”

			“I know,” Cooper mumbled. He’d recognized Park was trying to joke him out of his nerves and he appreciated it. It wasn’t Park’s fault Cooper’s nerves had been past the point of no return, arguably for thirty plus years.

			“Look, the idea is the answers should be instinctual. Your gut response.” Park nodded at Cooper’s own phone on the bedside table. “Don’t think. Just take it.”

			“Right. Don’t think. You know me, no problem.”

			Cooper logged in and quickly found the test. He tried to read the introductory paragraph, explaining the test as a highly refined personality inventory, as carefully as possible. But the words pulsated in front of his eyes and he found himself continuously having to jerk back into his body when his attention was elsewhere. It wasn’t that his mind wandered, it just sort of...powered down. And he kept having to double back, unsure of the last line he’d read before blinking out.

			“Hey,” Park murmured. He was sitting on the bed right beside him, and Cooper couldn’t quite remember him moving across the room.

			“Shhh, I’m trying to concentrate.” True, but also ridiculous, ’cause right now all he was doing was picking out random keywords in the paragraph because it seemed easier and less time-consuming than working through the sentences in order.

			Park’s hand slid onto Cooper’s thigh which only then did he realize had been shaking up and down, moving the bed. “What’s wrong? Why is this making you so nervous?”

			“Just don’t like surprise tests,” Cooper muttered. “Stupid.”

			Park continued to stroke Cooper’s thigh, and though it didn’t eliminate the jitteriness he felt, it was a nice, soothing feeling laid over top. “It’s not a test you can fail, you know. It’s like any other personality quiz. Am I an introvert or an extrovert? Do I fuck like a bear or a bird? What kind of prisoner am I, the Count of Monte Cristo or Mrs. Rochester?”

			Cooper gave him a look. “I worry about what you spend your free time on.”

			Park kissed his shoulder. “Eighteen or eighty, whatever you get, doesn’t matter to me.”

			“Great. Now I’m terrified of getting below an eighteen,” Cooper said, and felt Park smile against his shirt. “What do you usually get? A thousand, I suppose.”

			“Most alpha-types fall between sixty-five and eighty. The test is zero to a hundred and you can’t get a one-hundred—like you can’t reach infinity, you can just approach it.”

			Cooper groaned. “Writing and math?” He stared at the screen, finger hovering over the start button. “Is it multiple choice or are there like essay questions?”

			“Cooper!” Park laughed and flopped backward onto the bed. “The more information I give you, the less accurate it will be, so will you just get it over with already?”

			Cooper eyed him suspiciously. “You’re curious what I get, aren’t you?”

			Park closed his eyes. “Don’t be silly,” he said archly. “AQs are almost as antiquated and problematic as IQ tests. If I was a little curious it would merely be the lingering remains of a lifetime’s worth of indoctrination into an outdated, toxic value system that means nothing in contemporary society and even less to my own personal relationship.”

			“So yes, definitely curious,” Cooper said.

			He knew, despite Park’s dismissal of the test, deep down he was expecting Cooper to get a high AQ. He’d told him so, months ago in Cape Breton. It’s unexpectedly soothing to follow your lead.

			But if he was wrong...if he’d mistaken the brashness Cooper had developed to conceal his own anxieties and near constant feelings of incompetence and confusion for a leadership quality... Then what? Where did that leave them?

			Park poked him in the ass.

			“Hey, what the fuck!”

			“Sorry. Just demonstrating how to use a touch screen. You seemed to have forgotten.”

			Cooper pointedly shuffled backward until he was sitting on Park’s hand, trapping it to the mattress. “Stay. And don’t distract me.”

			He took a deep breath and, with a determination that was just as impulsive and undeserved as his previous flailing, started the test and tried not to think how the results could change the dynamics of a partnership he could no longer imagine existing without.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			All things considered, Cooper would rather be at a masked orgy under a full moon right now. It honestly sounded like less work.

			His shoulder ached where the hard plastic of a bundle of oars dug into the muscle, and his legs were shaking. When they had made their way to the lodge promptly at four o’clock, they’d found most of the other guests milling around the front steps. Of the small, five-person staff, four of them would be joining the hike—a short, white, heavily tattooed woman named Reggie, who quietly introduced herself as the “relaxation expert”—meaning who knows what—and the two therapists, Dr. Vanessa Claymont and a man who introduced himself as Dr. Bradley Joyce. Vanessa’s partner and co-director, Paul Claymont, was nowhere to be seen, and it was obvious his absence was unexpected. Vanessa’s opening speech sounded uneven and rushed, as if she’d had to take over last minute.

			“Even couples who have been together as long as we have and know all the tricks can have the odd miscommunication,” Vanessa admitted, and the small crowd laughed, more to ease her embarrassment than anything else. Jack Nielsen the cook would apparently be filling in as an extra set of hands in place of Paul.

			“He’s certainly handy,” Cooper remarked to Park. “Who isn’t he filling in for?”

			“My mate,” a short woman nearby said, playfully elbowing the equally short man next to her, presumably her aforementioned mate who just smiled and rolled his eyes in an easygoing manner. “But the weekend’s just getting started.”

			The small group around them all laughed except for a tall, sour-faced man who sucked his teeth pointedly before moving away, across the yard, leaving his own partner, an extremely talkative woman, to smile embarrassedly, speechless for once, and follow him.

			There were nine couples attending the retreat for this weekend in total, including Cooper and Park, and though they’d all introduced themselves, most of the names and face blurred together. He didn’t feel particularly bad about it. It was highly unlikely any of the guests had anything to do with Kreuger’s disappearance, and Cooper figured he’d have plenty of time and forced bonding over the next five days to get to know his neighbors. His only real concern was whether anyone there would recognize Park.

			But nearly every guest seemed to live outside the Park family’s northeast territory. No doubt they’d still recognize the pack’s infamous name, but were far enough not to know Park’s face on sight. Almost all of them were from the southeast. Five of the couples even hailed from the Carolinas themselves, practically locals. Cooper and Park got some interested looks when they said they were from DC, but really no one seemed terribly surprised.

			“Well, where else could a couple like them go openly?” Cooper overheard the talkative woman whispering to her sour-faced husband in a matter-of-fact, if somewhat pitying tone. He assumed she meant because he was a human and not because they were gay, since there were at least two other visibly queer couples there besides Cooper and Park and no one batted an eye at them.

			Dr. Claymont hustled everyone toward the trail as soon as the final couple arrived, two laughing Black women in their sixties who apologized for holding the group up, though they were hardly two minutes later than Cooper and Park.

			When Dr. Claymont had described the trip to the top of the falls as a journey, Cooper thought she was being cute. Or maybe alluding to the emotional journey they’d need to traverse together. An hour and a half later, he realized she’d actually been downplaying it. Odyssey would have been more accurate. They had hiked two and a half miles of steep terrain at a forty-five-degree angle from the quarry, carrying all the gear they’d need to then raft another two miles down the river. In Cooper’s humble opinion, if he and Park had actually been having relationship issues, all this physical work would have sent them over the edge.

			Speaking of which...

			“This is the same river that turns into that enormous waterfall, right?” Cooper asked Park as he dumped the bundle of oars to the ground at last.

			Nearby, one of the counselors chuckled. Dr. Bradley Joyce was a cuddly-looking white man in his fifties with shaggy brown hair and a close-cropped beard. Somewhat barrel-chested, he had a deep voice that could be heard laughing often as they’d hiked. Like the rest of the staff that had joined them on their quest, he had floated between the groups, introducing himself, answering questions and quietly observing the way guests worked together.

			It chafed Cooper’s nerves how obviously this was a test of teamwork, and yet he still found himself acting almost ludicrously conscientious. Fortunately, he wasn’t the only one affected by the observation. The whole hike had buzzed with Watch your step ahead and Does anyone want to swap out? and gentle touches to the shoulder paired with concerned eyes and How are you doing? No one got touched more than Cooper.

			Tired, hurting and worried about what other activities lay ahead, the extra attention felt cloying and superficial. At least ten times during the hike, another guest had wandered over to touch Cooper’s arm and ask how he was and if he needed help. The frustrating thing was that Cooper couldn’t even blame them for being concerned. While everyone was undeniably working hard, Cooper felt like the only person who looked like he’d already taken a dip down the falls and then fought his way back up, he was sweating so much and breathing so heavily.

			“There’s a large bend and stretch of still water before the drop-off,” Dr. Joyce explained. “You’ll have plenty of time to row to shore. It’s quite safe.”

			“Well, that’s a relief,” Cooper said. “This one’s not much of a sailor.” He jerked his head toward Park, who snorted at the understatement while carefully setting the raft down on the riverbank along with the couple they’d been partnered with: the same sour-faced man and talkative woman from before. The man had warmed to Cooper and Park just enough to brag about what an experienced outdoorsman he was and how this was actually their second time at the retreat.

			“We’re just here as a nice little getaway, not for all that counseling stuff,” he’d announced to Cooper and Park, a bit defensively. Whether that was true or not, he certainly did like acting as if he was one of the staff.

			“What class rapids are these again, Bradley?” the man—Jimmy—asked Dr. Joyce, leaving Park and Jimmy’s talkative partner, Lisa, to secure the raft by themselves. “Four? Five?”

			“Oh, goodness no,” Joyce said. “The river’s a one, with some small sections of two. Really, you don’t need to have any whitewater experience for the distance we’re going.” He directed this last part at Cooper, which seemed unnecessary. “If you’re nervous, Vanessa always packs a couple of lifejackets, just in case.”

			“Actually, I grew up on the water,” Cooper said tersely.

			“Really?” Joyce said, with more curiosity than the comment warranted. “That’s very interesting.”

			Was it? “Yeah. I mean, don’t try to connect it to my unstable sense of self or daddy issues or anything,” Cooper muttered, regretting he’d said anything. “Those are all strictly land-based.”

			Joyce laughed again and looked like he was going to respond when Dr. Claymont clapped her hands and called for everyone’s attention.

			“Well, look at that! The first stage is complete and you’ve all made great time by working together and encouraging your partner and your teammates.”

			“Teammates?” Cooper heard Lisa whisper to Jimmy with a somewhat insulting degree of concern. “Do you think we have the same team the whole weekend?”

			Jimmy shushed her and hissed, “If you shut up for once and let me actually listen, maybe we’d find out.”

			Lisa looked down quickly and crossed her arms over her stomach. As if remembering they were supposed to be the most evolved couple with the least amount of problems, Jimmy glanced guiltily over his shoulder and caught Cooper watching him. His face turned a blotchy red and quickly turned away. Cooper couldn’t resist looking at Dr. Joyce beside him, and saw he too was observing the couple with a small, concerned frown.

			“Now the hard work can begin,” Dr. Claymont was saying. “For safety, we’re going to launch one at a time and have a staff member in each raft.” She began to assign the nine couples an order and, hearing that he, Park, Jimmy and Lisa would be last, Cooper finally gave in to the urge to sit down, back against a large tree.

			Park sat beside him and touched his shoulder lightly. He peered into his eyes with exaggerated concern. “Hey there. Hey. How you are you doing? You need me to carry you?”

			“You’re lucky I’m too tired to break up with you,” Cooper warned, but was unable to contain his chuckle, and a few people looked over at them curiously. He lowered his voice to match Park’s near whisper. “So I was right. People are being extra worried for me.”

			Park didn’t bother denying it. “You look less competent than you are,” he said simply. Cooper couldn’t tell if he felt insulted or flattered. “Christopher isn’t a wolf, either, you know,” he added.

			“Who? Just so I know who to flash the secret signal later.” Cooper scanned the crowd as if he’d be able to tell. At the river’s edge, Vanessa and Nielsen were supervising the first raft’s launch and helping “relaxation expert” Reggie into the raft along with two of the more enthusiastic couples. As he watched, Nielsen slipped slightly on the slippery river stones and Vanessa’s hand reached out instinctively to steady him, and Nielsen jerked quickly away.

			“He’s Mutya’s partner,” Park was saying. “Over there.” He indicated a short, Filipinx man and woman, talking to Dr. Joyce. The woman, Mutya, was the same one who had made the raunchy joke that had pissed off Jimmy. Now she stood with her arm wrapped somewhat possessively around her partner Christopher’s waist, while he waved his hands around, describing something that made the doctor laugh.

			“He’s human and six inches shorter than me. How come no one was asking him if he needed to sit down and rest his legs?” Cooper asked a little peeved.

			“All of us together, working as a group like this, activates our pack-ier instincts. Subconsciously they just want to be near your high AQ.”

			Cooper frowned and shifted uncomfortably. “Don’t say that,” he said without thinking, and Park looked at him, surprised. “Sorry, just...never mind.”

			He guiltily looked away and his gaze found Nielsen again. Neither he nor Vanessa were looking at each other, and they seemed very careful not to touch again. An odd thing, to be the only human working at a camp run entirely by wolves and ostensibly for wolves.

			As Cooper considered this, a faint motor sound grew to a loud grumble and an ATV pulled into view and parked in the small clearing. A man climbed off hurriedly, scanning the area.

			“Sorry I’m late, everyone!” He gave a slow-moving wave that reminded Cooper of a dictator on his balcony. “An errand in town. Two years living here and I still forget how long it takes to get in and out of the mountains.”

			He was tall, white, bald, in wiry good shape and, interestingly, significantly younger than Vanessa. Fifteen years or more. He looked like the sort of man who thought it was his god-given duty to benevolently inform everyone else on the health benefits of juicing and paddleboard. Cooper immediately blamed him for today’s agenda.

			“Sorry, Vee. Thanks for holding down the fort,” the man continued, still loudly enough for everyone to hear, and kissed Vanessa quickly on the cheek. “My rock. What would I do without you?”

			“Paul Claymont, I assume,” Cooper murmured to Park as the couples who hadn’t launched yet dutifully awwed and vocally aspired to being referred to as a rock after their partner left them holding the bag all day. He watched Vanessa extricate herself swiftly from Paul’s hold and begin loading the second raft with two more couples and Dr. Joyce. “Do you think he’ll try to speak to you?”

			“Santiago said she made it clear no one was to know. That he should treat us as any other guests.” Park sounded a bit like he was trying to convince himself. Like he was hoping more than anything not to be acknowledged, sought out.

			“But...” Cooper said gently.

			“But I already smell his excitement, his fear.”

			Indeed, even as Park said this, Paul was looking around the group, barely paying attention to the couple introducing themselves to him. It was exceedingly obvious the moment he caught sight of Park. Paul startled and took a hasty step back. He excused himself and walked in their direction at an alarming pace.

			“Paul, buddy!” Jimmy called in a friendly voice, and made to intercept him, but was brusquely dismissed with an impersonal wave.

			Cooper inwardly winced at Jimmy’s expression, caught off-guard and embarrassed. For a moment, Cooper could have sworn he saw Jimmy’s face jump in place, like the flickering of a screen. It was unlike anything Cooper had ever seen from a wolf.

			“Did you see—” Cooper started, and Park looked questioningly at him, but Lisa had already pulled Jimmy away and Paul was drawing nearer. “Ne-never mind. Should we stand up?” Cooper asked instead.

			“Why,” Park simply stated. It wasn’t a question. His voice and expression already set to carefully uninterested and unbothered. It reminded Cooper of the Park he’d first met. A Park he now understood carefully hid years of hurt and loneliness under a blank mask.

			Up close, Cooper could see Paul’s head was shiny, and his T-shirt pit-stained—as if he, too, had needed to trudge up the mountain—and his eyes were wide and dilated inhumanly. About a foot away Paul dropped eerily fast into a crouch, waddled awkwardly a couple steps closer, then dropped again to his knees so that he was about eye-level with Cooper and Park. He licked his lips, nervously, but after all that rush seemed reluctant to speak. Park, too, remained quiet.

			Normally Cooper quite liked a man on his knees in front of him, but this was too weird for him and he worried for Park if this turned into another antagonistic meeting like that with Muñoz. He broke the silence.

			“Nice ride,” Cooper said cheerfully, nodding at the ATV. “Which box do I have to check next time to drive up rather than walk?”

			Paul glanced at him, as if surprised by his presence or gall to break such a preciously uncomfortable staring match. “We normally discourage vehicles on the trails, but I wanted to join you as soon as I could. I can’t apologize enough for not being here to welcome you when you arrived.” He dipped his head in something that was not quite a bow, but uncomfortably close to doffing the proverbial cap.

			“It’s...a beautiful property,” Park said carefully. It was still a lot smoother than anything Cooper could have managed right then, feeling unbearably awkward under the eyes of what seemed like all four couples still waiting by the river.

			“Thank you. So kind of you to say. Of course, we’ve been very lucky.” Paul lowered his voice significantly. “I was wondering—of course you probably don’t remember. But—” He laughed. “Really funny thing, you actually helped out my old alpha Becca once.”

			“I remember,” Park said.

			“Oh!” Paul seemed thrown by Park’s bluntness. “I just wanted to say, that was the best pack I was ever a part of in no small part thanks to you and what you did for us.” He waited for Park to say something but got zip. “Well, ah, anyway, I hope you’re happy with your room. Number seven is our nicest cabin.”

			Cooper and Park made satisfied noises and Paul beamed, back on track. “Wonderful. We’re so honored to have you choose our retreat to stay. And your mate,” he added, remembering Cooper’s annoyingly persistent presence. He licked his lips nervously again and glanced over his shoulder where Vanessa was loading the third raft and beckoning him over. He held his finger to indicate just a minute. “If I may say so, I understand you’re not using your, ah, family name.” Lip lick. “I didn’t tell Vanessa... But perhaps I—”

			“No,” Park interrupted sharply, and Paul jerked and rocked backward. “I would be—” Park hesitated “—most appreciative to you, if everyone here knows me only as Andrew Preston. Guests and staff.”

			“Of course. I understand completely. We’re very discreet here at Maudit. And if there’s anything—”

			Park abruptly got to his feet, and this time Paul really did fall backward to the ground. He hastily got up and Cooper, feeling like a prick being the only one sitting, hauled his ass up, too.

			“I believe your presence has been requested on this next raft,” Park said stiffly, formally.

			“Yes. Good. Great.” Paul hesitated again, and this time Cooper was worried he was waiting for Park to literally dismiss him. But finally he said, “I have always had the utmost respect for your family and everything they did after the Division. I hope they know—you know—for however long we live down here, my loyalty remains.”

			He dipped his head again, backed up a couple of steps, then turned to hurry to the river and Vanessa.

			Cooper exhaled, long and slow. “Well.”

			“I cannot be in a fucking trust-building activity with him,” Park said vehemently as soon as Paul was a fair distance away, leaving them alone on their side of the clearing. “He’s going to ruin this.”

			Cooper put his hand on Park’s back in sympathy and watched Paul clamber into the river, enthusiastically introducing himself to the two couples already on board.

			“He seemed nervous,” Cooper prompted. The little interaction with Paul, the fawning subservience, whether real or acted, had felt gross to Cooper, too, and he wasn’t even the target. But it was something they could take advantage of if Park was willing. “Paul’s more likely to talk to you than me—” he started, apologetically.

			“I know,” Park interrupted. He hesitated, shook his head as if to clear it. “Sorry. I’ll do better. He just...caught me by surprise. Don’t know why. He’s hardly my first. They either hate me like Muñoz or they—” He cut himself off this time. “Guess I was enjoying being someone else, even if it only lasted this afternoon.”

			Something about that, hearing Park’s defeated self-chastising, made Cooper’s throat hurt. “We should go somewhere. After this,” he said, abruptly. “When we next get time off. Somewhere you can be you, fully you, and no one will care.”

			Park looked at him, startled. His lips parted slightly and his amaretto eyes seemed softer, younger than usual. “I’d...like that.”

			“Well, good. Me, too,” Cooper said, feeling oddly fluttery. “Mind you, anywhere fancy and you’re paying.” He patted Park’s butt playfully.

			“Oh, to be the rich patron of a younger, demanding man,” Park bemoaned. “When will I escape your sexual snare?”

			“When I murder you in Mykonos and abscond with my lover to spend your fortune.”

			“I see you’ve decided to accept life in the lap of luxury after all,” Park said dryly.

			Cooper winked. “Now, when have I ever been able to say no to your lap?”

			“Last group, get ready!” Vanessa called.

			They made their way to their raft where Jimmy and Lisa were having a hushed argument that cut off as soon as they recognized they weren’t alone. Cooper remembered the strange face thing and wondered if it was something worth asking about later.

			“I didn’t realize you’d met Paul before,” Jimmy said loudly, even as Lisa sucked her teeth and hissed something under her breath at her partner.

			“We have a mutual friend,” Park said shortly. “Shall we?” He gestured to the raft.

			Cooper didn’t like the look in Jimmy’s eyes, but he said nothing else and obediently lifted the raft to bring it to the riverbank. He silently cursed Paul Claymont. He hadn’t said anything to outright expose Park’s identity, but how could the man practically crawl on his knees and think no one would notice?

			...unless the point was so that people would notice. But what would be the benefit of drawing attention to Park like that? Right now the only person reacting was Jimmy, childishly jealous of their perceived special treatment.

			The river was shockingly cold, but the farther away from the launch point they paddled, the more they caught the late-afternoon sun, until eventually the constant flyaway oar drips and splashes of ice water that leapt off the rocks and into the raft were a relief to heated skin. Despite Park’s own admission of not being a water person, he’d been assigned the front and Jimmy had immediately plopped himself alongside him but had been politely asked by Vanessa to move a row back due to weight distribution.

			Being the last group, both she and Nielsen were riding with them, and she joined Jimmy on his row. Lisa and Cooper sat on the row after, and directly behind them sat Nielsen. When Cooper had glanced back at him, Nielsen had winked. Cooper kept his eyes forward as much as possible after that. Up ahead he could just see Paul Claymont’s raft rising and falling over the bumpy water. It wasn’t quite the Lazy River Log Ride Dr. Joyce had implied, and Cooper wondered how long until they got to the falls. He was exhausted and they hadn’t even gotten anywhere on the case yet.

			They paddled hard into the strong current and then concentrated on navigating the jutting rocks and logs. Cooper kept waiting for someone—Vanessa or, hell, even Nielsen—to launch into some metaphor about why every position on the boat matters and only through communication can we get where we need to go, blah blah blah, but they both kept quiet. Vanessa seemed distant and distracted. More than once Cooper noticed her oar still in the water and have to jerk back into movement when the raft began to turn off course. Lisa was the only one determined to keep up the polite and enthusiastic chatter.

			“Isn’t this beautiful? So nice. So fun. A real treat for us to get out of the suburbs, back into nature. I’m so glad we came back. Aren’t you, babe?”

			Jimmy ignored her.

			“You and Andrew just flew in this morning, didn’t you?” Lisa said to Cooper, determinedly. “This must be a terribly long day. Especially for you. I mean—” Blotchy spots of pink tinged her cheeks.

			“That’s okay, I ate my Wheaties.” He winked at her and she laughed in a relieved sort of way. “When was the last time you were here?”

			“Oh, last October, wasn’t it?” she said. Before Kreuger would have been here, Cooper noted. “We couldn’t go rafting then, but we did the two-day hike with Hal. He taught us about edible plants and we camped out on the trail.” In Cooper’s opinion, she sounded far too nostalgic for someone remembering nibbling on wild fungi and shitting in the woods.

			“Two days of hiking and camping?” Cooper repeated, alarmed, and heard Park cough, poorly disguising a laugh. “Do we have to—are we doing that?”

			“No, activities change depending on the session,” Vanessa explained. “Since Reggie has joined us, we’ve been able to start offering our popular Intimacy Through Touch workshop.”

			Park coughed again, and Cooper silently apologized to all mushrooms. He would rather eat every type of them than intimately touch Park in a room full of strangers and possible murder suspects any day. Even the poisonous ones.

			“I was sorry to see Hal wasn’t still working here,” Lisa continued. “I wanted to ask him about this strange little plant we found in our yard. I have pictures on my phone. Where did he go?”

			“The West Coast, I think,” Vanessa said vaguely.

			“Do you think maybe I could get his contact information?”

			“Oh, I don’t know if I have the right number anymore,” Vanessa hedged.

			“I’d love to be able to ask him about this plant and if it’s the same one that he said the leaves are poisonous to us in fur but not if they’re steamed? Or maybe it was the roots we can’t eat in skin—”

			Jimmy cut her off. “She obviously can’t just go around giving out people’s personal information.”

			Lisa laughed but looked down at her oar, letting her hair cover her face for a moment before looking determinedly back up, smile in place. “Of course not. Silly of me. I didn’t mean to put you in an awkward position.”

			“Not at all,” Vanessa said mildly.

			There was a strained silence.

			“I know a little something about wild plants,” Nielsen said eventually. “I could take a look if you want.”

			Lisa looked behind her and blushed slightly. “Oh, that’s very sweet of you.” She paused and looked uncomfortable. “With the poison leaves and such...do you, um, know much wolf biology, though?”

			“Oh, I’d say I know a bit,” Nielsen said. There was a curious tone to his voice Cooper couldn’t identify.

			“We’re almost to the turnoff point, but the river’s rougher up here than usual,” Vanessa interrupted them. “We should focus.”

			Cooper would have suspected her of deliberately shutting down the subject, except the river really was getting choppier, angrier. The sun had disappeared and the rocks were harder to pick out in the gray light. None of this was helped by Jimmy trying to take control. He kept paddling harder and faster than both Vanessa and Park, and their raft was turning in directions it shouldn’t go. More than once they were getting stuck on stones and debris that could have been avoided.

			“Would you just push?” Jimmy said to Lisa as they were trying to dislodge themselves from one such outcropping.

			“I’m...trying...” Lisa grunted, and Cooper leaned over to her side with his own oar to help. “Oh!”

			As the raft shot free, her oar got stuck between two rocks and yanked out of her grasp. She reached for it instinctively, flinging herself too far, and her body overbalanced into the water, legs flipping up as she yelped.

			Cooper grabbed her. Just barely snagging a handful of thigh flesh. Enough to slow her down but not to pull her back. He knelt up carefully, leaning over the edge.

			Everyone in the raft was yelling and scrambling toward them, trying to help. The raft tilted precariously, but Cooper got his other hand on her shoulder and tugged. He felt Lisa’s weight shift back toward safety and her hand shoot back to scratch blindly at his chest.

			“I’ve got—”

			Something hard and sharp slammed up and under his side ribs. Cooper choked in shock and tumbled into the dark water.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			People talk about how strong a current can be, all the time. The problem is you never quite believe them unless you’ve experienced being dragged down by one. Sure, water is dangerous. Everyone knows that. Strong, experienced swimmers drown every year. But until you’ve felt the absolute, relentless force of angry water, there’s still that secret, childish delusion that if your life depended on it, you yourself could swim really, really hard and be okay.

			Cooper had grown up on Chesapeake Bay. He’d already experienced firsthand just how little currents cared about your secret, childish delusions. He knew he was fucked as soon as his head went under the water. And he knew it for sure when he felt the raft crash over him, pushing him down deep as it passed. There was no way they’d be able to paddle back for him. He’d have to try to catch up.

			It wasn’t that the river was terribly deep. If he stood, Cooper could probably breach the surface. But with the relentless power of the current, there was as little chance of him getting his footing and standing as there was of growing gills.

			He immediately let his body go lax, trying to float to the surface. It worked enough to get occasional gasps of air, but the water kept tumbling over his face, filling his mouth and eyes. If he could just get oriented, maybe he could get close enough to the raft that someone could help him... But all he saw was water. Water splashing and leaping.

			Suddenly he felt something grab onto his arm. A hand from above, clenched around his elbow. Tugging him in a direction. A direction he would have sworn was wrong, moments ago. Cooper tried to grab back, but the hand slipped down his cold, wet skin. First to the wrist, then over his palm, and finally lost. A mere memory against his fingertips.

			Cooper continued to move downstream. No matter which direction he reached, he could not find the hand again.

			Stay calm. It’s okay. Park was there. Lots of people were. He wasn’t alone. Even if he couldn’t see them, they could see him. What he really needed to do was twist his body around so he wasn’t traveling downstream, headfirst and in danger of bashing his skull in before they could get to him.

			But even this was a challenge. The water wasn’t moving in a straight line. There were obstacles at every depth level that scraped and battered his body and, most dangerously, little eddies that spun and dragged him down, away from the precious, intermittent air. Frustratingly, he couldn’t get the water out of his eyes long enough to see the raft, the bank or what he was heading toward.

			What if the falls are nearby...

			Cooper couldn’t help but picture the huge, gorgeous drop of water into the dark lake across from their cabin. The unforgiving cliffs that lurked just behind the mist. He reached out, desperately now, for something, anything to grab on to, eyes burning as the cold water slapped and dragged across them. The more he panicked and his muscles tensed, the harder it was to stay floating. Relax, relax, relax...

			That’s when he felt the bite.

			Okay, perhaps not a bite-bite. It wasn’t hard enough. But he did feel teeth, big teeth, and a big jaw closing around his leg. This wasn’t a fish or a crab or whatever else normally nips at you in a river. This thing had gotten its mouth all the way around his calf.

			Cooper panicked, kicking blindly, and felt the teeth latch down harder. Sharp, shards of pain shooting through his flesh. Part of his brain understood it had to be a wolf. That part of his brain even understood the wolf was helping him, locking onto him the way a slippery hand could not.

			But all that was secondary to the fact that his leg was in someone’s mouth and teeth were digging into his skin. He could feel the weight, the power of the jaw. He could feel the way it could rip his foot off as surely as if it were happening right in that very moment.

			Cooper stopped fighting. Not because he wasn’t scared. But because he wasn’t in the river anymore. Well, he was. He could still taste the muddy water as he swallowed it. Still feel the rocks and branches scrape at his skin as he was dragged over them...

			But he was also in the alley. Standing in front of Jacob Symer, who had only been an unknown suspect then. The unknown suspect who had just been a human when wolves didn’t exist yet. Not to Cooper. He felt the water, the teeth, and he watched Symer’s claws scoop, almost lovingly, deep into Cooper’s belly. Felt the shock. The agony. Stared down at his own body and saw pink, shiny gut, open and exposed. Like roadkill. A dead animal. And he knew it was him. He was the dead animal.

			Suddenly, hands were all over Cooper. Pulling him up. Arms lifting him, laying him down on solid ground. He saw the faces hovering around him. Expressions of fear, shock, relief, concern, fury. Lisa was sobbing, “He saved me. He saved my life.”

			To the side of everyone else was a white wolf, its fur puffy and wet. It watched him with dark, wary eyes. Cooper registered this as he had everything else, without feeling. Like he was logging data that meant nothing to him.

			Then the middle-aged Filipina woman was leaning over him, blocking his view, running her hands gently over his body, tugging at his clothes. He didn’t care about that, either. What was her name? Mutya, that’s it. She told him she was a doctor and asked if he could hear her and Cooper said yes. When prompted he told her his name, the year, where he was, no problem. He even remembered to say his undercover name, Kyle Davis. He wasn’t foggy or confused. In fact, he felt remarkably clear and very, very calm. Very...still inside.

			He could hear Park’s voice and he sounded upset. Something within him felt unhappy at that. But it was like an echo in a deep cave. Cooper sat up, and Park and Mutya helped him to his feet.

			“I’m fine. I’m seriously fine,” he said.

			Weirdly, he was fine. Absolutely fine. Nothing felt wrong. Not much felt at all. Which didn’t explain why his whole body was shaking, his heart was pounding, and his face muscles were tensed and aching as if he was holding back tears even as he kept smiling as hard as he could to reassure all the people staring at him.

			“He’s okay!” Paul Claymont called out, as if they weren’t all gathered close enough to see that for themselves.

			“You saved my life!” Lisa repeated.

			“And he’s a hero!” Paul added with extra enthusiasm. He started clapping and other people hesitantly joined in.

			Lisa hugged him, and as soon as her arms squeezed around him, Cooper felt a bolt of rage. Why won’t they stop touching me?

			But it was gone as quick as it had come, leaving him feeling nothing, again. Over her shoulder he saw Park’s worried eyes, Jimmy loudly saying it was Lisa’s “fucking fault the idiot went over in the first place,” and the white wolf walking into the woods, unnoticed by everyone except Nielsen, who watched it go, his pretty face twisted with pure hatred.

			
 
			After that, the commitment renewal ceremony was decidedly anticlimactic. A hard feat for a ritual Cooper was sure was stolen from actual cults.

			But Dr. Joyce still gamely encouraged each couple to the cliff’s edge and led them through a gentle exercise of listing what they valued in their partner, what had first drawn them to each other, the ways they felt most supported and finally, the things they didn’t want to say goodbye to. The roaring falls masked each person’s hushed words, making what might easily have been silly seem intimate and sweet.

			Cooper felt mildly reluctant to participate as “Kyle and Andrew,” like it was bad luck to lie about something like that in a place like this. Fortunately, literally no one expected him and Park to participate. It was hard enough convincing them Cooper didn’t need to be airlifted off the mountain. But no one could argue with the fact that aside from a couple minor scrapes, he was physically uninjured. That didn’t stop Dr. Joyce from giving him liquid electrolytes, Paul from practically force-feeding him three protein bars, or Mutya from checking his pupils at least ten more times.

			Cooper watched it all happen as if from a distance. The heaps of attention and praise that would have embarrassed him any other time were just words and couldn’t affect him. Nothing could. He responded when spoken to and did as they asked, only resisting when yet another soft packet of vitamin mush that resembled a blood bag but tasted like grapes was pushed into his hands. Nielsen claimed to have made them himself, and Cooper had already obediently sucked down two before refusing any more. “I don’t need replenishing. I’m not hungover.”

			“No, you’re just a lucky bastard,” Mutya had said, laughing, though her eyes were still gentle and worried. “And that’s my official medical diagnosis. Now try to stay warm.”

			The packs of gear had included towels and multiple changes of clothing—wolves hardly ever traveled without, in case of impromptu shifting leaving them naked—and at the group’s insistence Cooper was now wearing someone’s baggy sweatpants and a frankly enormous sweatshirt. He looked all of eight years old and had to walk holding his pants up. But at least he’d stopped shivering and eventually the others stopped asking him if he was okay.

			Left in peace, Cooper was finally able to stop smiling and just stand there silently, aware but untroubled by Park’s quiet presence behind him. He watched the others become shady silhouettes after the sun had slipped behind a mountain and transformed into a brilliant pink glow, reflected on the water below. He watched their eyes become reflective in the dusk—little hovering orbs of white-green light. He’d never been around this many wolves in the evening before. If he squinted, their eyes almost looked like the distant horizon of a city.

			Cooper walked to the edge, away from the group, and peered out over the drop into the lake. It looked impossibly black. A pool of ink that the violent falls battered at but couldn’t break through entirely. A body could be lost in the dark here and never be found.

			It was then that Cooper fully came back into himself.

			“God.” He sucked in a deep breath at the alarming flood of emotions all demanding his immediate attention, like a crop of children who all wanted to tell their story first.

			He felt Park’s hand squeeze his. “Okay?” Park murmured.

			“Mmm? Yeah, I’m—” Cooper exhaled shakily and looked up at Park. His eyes were lost to the reflective light, too, of course, and it was harder to read him like this. Still, Cooper felt a watchful, wary sort of energy emanating from him. “I don’t know why I was so out of it there for a bit. Sorry.”

			“You don’t have anything to apologize for,” Park said carefully. “Everyone saw you pull Lisa out of the water. Figures, you’re at wolf camp for less than a day and you’re already everyone’s hero. Can’t take you anywhere.” Park squeezed his hand again, almost too hard, as if he was terrified Cooper was going to fly off the cliff edge and get lost in the dark. He cleared his throat. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I couldn’t...hold on to you. I thought—”

			Cooper leaned over and kissed Park quickly on the cheek. “Figures, I almost drown and you make it all about you,” he said. “Can’t take you anywhere.”

			Park grabbed the back of his head and pulled him back for a real kiss, an edge of desperation to his touch. When he finally pulled back, Cooper was breathing heavily.

			“Why can’t you ever just let me self-loathe in peace?” Park whispered.

			“Not allowed.” Cooper rubbed at his ribs and they ached. He could feel a bruise forming. “Did you see what happened, exactly? I’m a little...confused.”

			Park frowned. “Lisa lost her oar and tried to grab it ’cause of that dick mate of hers. She went over the edge and you grabbed her. We were all trying to help you pull her up, but when she fell back into the boat, you tripped and went over. I couldn’t see you at first. Then suddenly you were behind us, splashing and ye-yelling. I tried to grab your arm, but—” Park swallowed convulsively. “I lost you and the raft was going too fast. Then Vanessa was in the water. She pulled you to shore.”

			“The white wolf? That was Vanessa?” Cooper confirmed. He supposed it made sense, with her silvery-white hair. “Did I—was I doing anything when she pulled me out? Saying anything?”

			Park looked blank. “Just floating,” he said hesitantly. “You were really calm, actually. The rest of them don’t know whether to be impressed or freaked out.”

			Cooper looked out over the edge into the water again, processing that. It was possible he’d imagined someone shoving him overboard. Well, obviously someone had hit him in the ribs—he’d have the black-and-blue proof within an hour—but the raft had been a rocking mass of chaos trying to grab Lisa and it could easily have been an accident. A stray oar swinging around, perhaps. At the time, he’d been sure someone had purposefully attacked him. But in the water, he’d also been sure the long-dead Jacob Symer had appeared and was peeling his belly open.

			Cooper touched his scars absently, and the thick ropes of raised tissue tingled. He didn’t quite trust himself right then. But he did trust Park. His partner. The person he knew he could always rely on.

			Cooper quickly told Park everything he’d noticed—or thought he’d noticed—including the sharp, shoving pain in his ribs, the weird jumping thing of Jimmy’s face, and the hateful look Nielsen had given the white wolf as she walked away.

			The only thing he left out was his own...momentary confusion in the water. Obviously Symer hadn’t really been there. It wasn’t even the first time Cooper had imagined such a thing, though it hadn’t happened this badly for over a year. With no bearing on the case—or them as a couple—he figured the quicker he buried the episode the better.

			Park was understandably upset about the potential attack on the raft. “My money’s on Jimmy,” he said. “I could feel him glaring at me the whole time.”

			“Maybe,” Cooper acknowledged. “Though what would be the reason? ’Cause I was helping Lisa and not him?”

			“From what you described, I’d say Jimmy is someone who’s having a hard time controlling his shift.”

			“What does that have to do with anything?”

			“It’s so tied to our emotions, especially as kids. We have to learn to separate the two. But if Jimmy’s got problems controlling his shift, that could also be affecting his emotional control and vice versa. It’s a two-way street.”

			Cooper considered that, but his focus was all over the place. He felt like he’d been awake a thousand years. He glanced over at the dark shadows of people talking and laughing. Eyes glowing, even without the moon. “I should thank Vanessa,” he said.

			“She went back to the lodge right after pulling you out,” Park said. “With everything that happened, I think they’re arranging to have a van pick up anyone who doesn’t want to hike back at the nearest service road.”

			“Hike back?” Cooper said, bewildered. “Is their theory that happy couples are just too tired to fight?”

			Park laughed. “You heard Lisa. A lot of wolves are forced to live in cities or suburbs. They can’t afford time away and don’t get a chance to be in nature as much as they want. It’s...restorative. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of these couples spent the whole night outside.”

			“How come you and I are looking at houses in the city then?” Cooper asked.

			Park blinked, the glimmering lights of his eyes blacking out once, twice. “I thought you wanted to live in DC.”

			Abruptly, Cooper felt very tired and very frustrated. “I want you to have an opinion on the house that you insist on throwing an obscene amount of your money away on.”

			“I have opinions,” Park said slowly. “I’m the one who keeps pushing for us to move at all. I know you want to stay in that—in the apartment. But yes, beyond that, it is important to me that you get your dream home.”

			“Well, that doesn’t work for me,” Cooper snapped. “So please stop doing that.”

			“I don’t know why you’re upset,” Park said.

			Cooper took a deep breath in and out. He wasn’t sure why, either. It seemed like the absence of emotions over the last hour had left him abnormally sensitive to them on their return. He realized his hands were shaking and he shoved them deep into the borrowed sweatshirt. “I just don’t want you to wake up one day and realize you’ve given me everything because I’m—whatever you think I am, and then it turns out I’m really not.”

			Park tilted his head. “Is this because of that ridiculous AQ test?”

			Obviously. “No!” Cooper protested. “I mean, it’s not just that.”

			He thought of the casual way Park had said the others were compelled to be near him, to check in on him. He thought of Muñoz, speaking of Kreuger. I loved him. I mean, he was my alpha, how could I not? Was this why Park was so obsessed with taking care of him? Was this why he’d been so careful and generous with Cooper’s erratic, sometimes unreasonable feelings since they’d first met? What about what Park had said about how unpleasant it was to leave a pack? Obviously Cooper didn’t want Park to leave him and certainly didn’t think Park wanted to, either. But if that ever were to happen, if he was unhappy one day and needed...more, Cooper didn’t want him to feel stuck.

			How could I not? Muñoz had said. Like she was bound to Kreuger. Like she was cursed to feel for him forever.

			“I just don’t want you trapped or—or tied to my happiness because you see me as this figure you need to please. When I’m not. When I’m actually an enormous mess.” He looked away from Park’s searching expression and stared at the dark water of the quarry. “More of a mess than I think you even realize,” he murmured. “But even if I was your whatever, I wouldn’t want you building your whole life around my happiness because that’s not something I can guarantee. It would fuck me up, Oliver, if you ever thought my shit was because you...failed me. ’Cause you haven’t. The opposite. Okay?”

			Park contemplated him for a long moment. “Okay. Understood,” he said finally. “Thank you for being open with me.”

			They both watched the water, allowing the crackling, raw emotion of Cooper’s words to fade. It had needed to be said. He only hoped Park really heard him. After a few moments, Cooper slipped his hand into Park’s. “The more I look at it, the more unreal it seems,” he said, staring at the water. “Nothing should be that black and empty. Like beyond this cliff, the world just disappears.”

			“‘And when you gaze long into the abyss,’” Park quoted.

			“The abyss says, do I have something on my face?”

			Park’s shoulders started to shake and he pulled Cooper’s hand up to his mouth to press a kiss to his knuckles. “Just so you know, it wasn’t your AQ that first drew me to you. It’s the way no one has ever made me laugh like you do. When I’m with you, I don’t feel trapped at all. I feel lighter, stronger. For the first time in my life, I feel free.”

			It wasn’t exactly the commitment renewal ceremony Dr. Joyce had wanted. But it was what Cooper would return to when things got hard and he needed to remember what he was fighting for. Needed to remember just how very much in love he was in that moment, standing on the edge of the world, holding Park’s hand in the dark.

			
 
			Cooper woke up shivering. Every muscle in his body hurt from tensing with cold and his jaw was trembling, seconds away from a full-blown teeth chatter. Fucking air conditioner must have kicked back on with a vengeance sometime during the night. He rolled to the edge of the bed—sitting up dragging the blanket with him around his shoulders—so he could turn the ice monster off, and was immediately faced with an unfamiliar window.

			Cooper blinked at it, so deeply disoriented he felt a little dizzy. The waning moon blinked cheekily back from behind quick-moving clouds. With a rush, he remembered being in North Carolina on a case.

			The retreat. The cabin. The river...

			Another violent shiver racked through his body, and he quickly lay back down and pulled the blankets closer around him—lightweight summer weaves that did little to help. Every time his muscles clenched with cold, his bruised ribs ached and his calf itched awfully. Hesitantly he reached down toward the place Vanessa had latched on and felt five little scabs that stung at the faintest touch.

			Cooper shivered again, this time only partially from cold, remembering the feeling of her teeth breaking skin. The look in Symer’s eyes...

			He pushed the thought away and burrowed deeper into the bed, starting to notice the heaviness of his head and a sore tickle in the back of his throat. It was possible his disorientation wasn’t all from being sleepy. Cooper cursed silently. The last thing he needed was Park’s half-worried, half-smug told-you-so if he really did come down with pneumonia or some kind of goddamn river disease.

			Cooper pulled the blanket up over his nose, trying to direct his own hot breaths downward, to build a small pocket of warm air. His heart was beating a little faster than normal. He could practically feel it fluttering in his throat. ’Cause he was sick or...?

			He looked around the small cabin on high alert, wondering what had woken him up. But the room was still and quiet. Outside, summer crickets played their moonlight sonata. Beside him, Park was zonked out. Cooper studied him. It was dark in the cabin, but the dim light from the cloud-spotted moon was enough for his eyes to adjust.

			He rarely got to see Park, who was an early riser, asleep. It was one of his favorite treats. The few times he caught him unconscious, Park’s face was soft and almost childish. Vulnerable in a way that appealed to some deep, unexamined part of Cooper.

			Tonight was different. Park’s lips were turned down and there was a little furrow between his brows, like he was annoyed by something or someone. Cooper got to see this look plenty.

			Another spasm of cold seized his muscles, and he felt the first twinges of a cramp in his back. Cooper scooted closer to Park incrementally, trying not to wake him, but desperate for the inhuman heat he’d pooh-poohed just yesterday. Pressing gently against Park’s body and burying his face against his chest, the oppressive heat of the apartment seemed like a wonderful dream now. He wanted desperately to get back to sleep.

			Suddenly a wolf’s sonorous howl split the air. Cooper jumped, looking quickly over his shoulder at the cabin door. He half-expected to see that one had let themself inside, the howl was so loud.

			“It’s okay,” Park’s sleep-rough voice said, and his hand smoothed over Cooper’s waist.

			“It must be late. What are they doing out there?”

			Park shrugged, yawning. “Not so late. Just feels like that because you passed out as soon as we got back to the cabin,” he added, sounding amused.

			“Oh, I’m sorry. Were you hoping Kyle and Andrew would get back here and practice some intimacy through touch exercises?” Cooper teased, snuggling up even closer.

			Park cursed and ran his hands all over Cooper’s body in a decidedly non-erotic way, which was pretty much the opposite of what Cooper was hoping for. “You’re shaking. And feverish,” Park said, angrily and far more awake. “I knew we should have gotten you off the mountain and straight into bed—”

			Cooper groaned loudly, cutting him off and faked a pitiful cough. “Please, every time you say ‘I told you so’ I get sicker. I read it on WebMD so you know it’s true. And fatal.”

			Park grumbled but pulled Cooper tighter into an embrace. The heat of his body was wonderful. Cooper soaked it up like a starving man, but it wasn’t quite enough. He continued to shake, sensing Park’s unhappiness hovering as clearly as if there were an animated raincloud above them.

			Out in the darkness he heard the wolf howl again, and this time another one joined in the distance. Again and again, the two wolves repeated this pattern as the sounds moved farther away.

			“They’re playing our song,” Cooper whispered into Park’s chest. Park snorted but didn’t say anything. Cooper got the impression that he was listening carefully. Decoding nuances in the duet of voices that were hidden from human ears. “Are they...saying something?”

			Park was quiet for long enough that Cooper would have thought he was asleep if not for the way he kept rubbing Cooper’s back. Finally he said, “Sort of. They’re happy. One is calling the other home.”

			“Romantic as fuck,” Cooper sighed.

			“Not necessarily. Sounds more like a pack bond, actually,” Park said.

			They both listened to the howls fade into the distance and the sounds of a summer night fill their absence. It seemed wrong to be so cold in July. And he’d been so sure he was fine on the river, too. Cooper considered getting up and fetching more of his clothes from his bag to put on, but the thought of disrupting the tenuous warmth he’d managed to gather sent another painful shiver through him.

			Park sucked his teeth. “If you freeze to death, how am I supposed to stay on at couples camp?”

			“Hoo-hook up with Nielsen,” Cooper stuttered, shivering. He felt like he was rapidly getting worse and wasn’t sure why. The river had been cold, sure, but the air warm. And though tired, he’d felt fine for the rest of the day. Now it was like waking submerged in an ice bath and being windblown dry.

			“Nielsen’s not my type.”

			“I’ve ru-ruined you f-for humans, forever?”

			“Nah, too attractive.”

			Cooper considered kicking him, but his muscles felt too stiff to move and he gently pressed his teeth into Park’s chest instead and felt him twitch. “Ma-make hot, passionate l-love to me.” He sneezed, jerking away momentarily to avoid getting Park, and groaned stuffily at the uncomfortable way the pressure in his head had suddenly increased. “Or j-just very warm l-love where I d-don’t have to move or d-do anything.”

			“Mmm, so tempting, but no thank you,” Park said dryly.

			“At least t-take your cl-clothes off. Bod-body heat.”

			Park was quiet, and Cooper wondered if he was genuinely considering it.

			“I could...” Park trailed off.

			Cooper waited as patiently as he could under the circumstances, then pressed his teeth into Park’s chest again.

			“I mean, it would be a lot warmer if I was in fur, unless you wouldn’t be comfortable like that. It was just a thought,” Park said in a rush.

			If Cooper had better control over his muscles, he’d have frozen. As it was, he shook quietly and then said, “If you’re o-okay with that, I w-would appreciate it.”

			Park pressed a kiss to Cooper’s head. “Just a minute.” He pulled away, and Cooper tried to smother his whimper at the loss of heat. Park quickly shucked his sweatpants and tossed them to Cooper to put on over his own sleep pants, and the lingering heat was wonderful. He tugged them on awkwardly, trying to stay under the blanket while subtly watching Park, who stood naked with his eyes closed. He appeared to be forcing himself to breathe very rapidly.

			“It’s smoother if my heart rate’s already up,” Park said as if sensing Cooper’s question.

			“Do you want me to tur-turn around?”

			“No. I—I want you to watch me.” He opened his eyes then and gave Cooper an odd look—a little mischievous, a little challenging. “You should know, I’m very, very good at this.”

			The initial clacking sounds of rock on rock started while Park was still standing and looking at Cooper, then abruptly he dropped into a crouch, falling forward at the same time and—

			It was over. Where he’d dropped stood a large wolf with fur the same color as Park’s dark brown hair, edged with gray. The wol—no, Park stretched lazily. First in downward dog—plumed tail flopping back and forth—then with one back leg extended at a time. Cooper heard a couple more pops, but it sounded more like knuckles cracking than anything else.

			That...wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

			BSI agents were told shifts took about three and a half seconds. The only transformation Cooper had ever seen was that of Park’s sister Camille from fur into, ah, very much not furred. That shift had barely been one and a half seconds, meaning the BSI got the information the Trust wanted them to have and at least some wolves could transform much faster than others. But still. Even with Camille there had been glimpses of...an in-between state as one body stretched and shrank to make another. But Park... He had stood as a man and sat into a wolf.

			Park yawned widely, teeth glinting, then blinked up at Cooper who had been just shocked enough to forget how cold he was for a heartbeat.

			“You are good,” Cooper said, and his voice came out a little strained.

			There was a split-second of expectation, of waiting for an answer before his brain caught up to the obvious. Park wouldn’t be responding. With words, anyway. He did take a couple steps back from the bed, turn in a quick circle, then stood on his hind legs, teetering for one second, two, before falling back to all fours heavily. Whatever that was supposed to mean. Cooper shuffled over in the bed and lifted the blankets, wincing at the heat-loss.

			Very gracefully, Park leapt up, the mattress dipping beneath his weight, and quickly filled the cold spot. For one brief moment Cooper had a terrible thought. What if this sent him into another flashback? The way Vanessa had in the river?

			But then Park was settling himself up against Cooper with a quiet little grunt and he dismissed it. Everything about Park, from his familiar smells and sounds to his careful, watchful movements, had the opposite effect he feared. They relaxed Cooper. Made him feel safe.

			Gently and with plenty of time for Park to pull back, Cooper reached one finger out to rub up Park’s long nose, across his brow and over the tips of his ears, almost velveteen in their softness. Then he did it again, mapping his face, wanting to be sure he recognized him, no matter what. Park held very still, amaretto eyes wide.

			Eventually satisfied, Cooper snuggled closer to the now almost intense heat of Park’s body and whimpered blissfully. His muscles started to uncramp and he immediately felt his eyelids grow heavy. Now that the pain was gone, his exhaustion could not be fought. Cooper closed his eyes, and the last thing he saw was Park studying him intently, still on high alert. He wanted to say something to put him at ease, but the silence felt too important. As important as talking was to their relationship, this was not a moment for words. Not when Park couldn’t respond in kind.

			Cooper stroked the fur at Park’s neck instead, and this too was luxuriously soft and warm. With his touch he tried to communicate everything he felt—the safety, satisfaction, pleasure. Just before he fell asleep, Cooper felt Park’s nose tuck under his chin and heard him sigh contentedly. Message received.

			
 
			The next morning you could smell a storm on the air and the sky was that strained green-gray that casts an off-tinge over everything. Cooper woke to a fleshy and naked Park checking his temperature, hand to his forehead. “Welcome back to Kansas, Dorothy.”

			“I had the most wonderful dream. And you were there and you and you—” Cooper mumbled, looking pointedly at each of Park’s shoulders before reaching around to pat his ass. “And definitely you.”

			“Any pain? No, wait, let me guess. You feel fine.”

			“Actually—” Cooper frowned, taking stock of himself. “I feel amazing.”

			It was unexpected, but true. The memory of uncontrollable shivers and a scratchy throat felt like a strange dream now. His body felt relaxed and strong. Even his ribs weren’t hurting. Cooper touched the bruise curiously and winced. Well, they weren’t getting worse, anyway.

			“Whatever it was, my body must have fought it off.” He stretched, noticing again the pleasant thrum of his muscles and how well rested he felt. “Nothing a good night’s sleep couldn’t fix. Couldn’t have done it without you.”

			A slight blush appeared on Park’s cheeks, and he busied himself with taking Cooper’s pulse. “You’re a little elevated.”

			“Could get a lot elevated if you play your cards right.” He scratched his hand down his own chest absently and registered it was bare. In fact, all his clothes were missing, the blanket was kicked off and the sheet was low on his hips. He looked at Park suspiciously. “Did you strip me?”

			“Of course not. You ripped everything off about an hour ago, half-asleep, raving about the heat. I figured my...services were no longer desired.” Park was still avoiding his eye and his language had slipped into a prim and proper tilt that usually meant he was uncomfortable.

			“Do you regret shifting in front of me?” Cooper asked.

			“No,” Park said, sounding like even he was surprised by the answer. “Though I don’t know why I was feeling so, ah, performative.”

			“I was very thankful for it. And impressed,” Cooper added sincerely, and was delighted to see Park’s blush deepen. It wasn’t easy, flustering a long-term partner. Especially someone as controlled as Park. “You were right. You’re very, very good.”

			Park stood up fast and walked across the room, fiddling with something on the dresser and keeping his back to Cooper. It was too late. Cooper had noticed his cheeks weren’t the only part of his body affected. That was...interesting.

			Cooper tucked one arm behind his head, propping it up to better watch Park fuss and the bare muscles of his back and ass flex repeatedly as if they sensed Cooper’s gaze and couldn’t decide between preening or hiding. Cooper trailed his other hand down his own body, brushing past his semi-hard dick covered in loose sheets, and bent one knee up. He rocked it gently back and forth when the familiar trembling ache beginning in his balls demanded he move something, anything, now.

			“You did so well keeping me warm,” Cooper said carefully, noting the way Park stilled, body alert at the authoritative praise. Approval. “Exactly what I needed. You’re always so good to me.”

			“Cooper,” Park said, and his voice hitched. He cleared his throat. “What are you doing?”

			“You know what to say if you want me to stop. Anytime,” Cooper said. “Do you want me to stop?”

			Park shook his head quickly. “No. Please,” he said in a whisper without turning around.

			“Okay,” Cooper confirmed. He took his time, thinking. “What was it you said?” he mused, his hand continuing to brush back and forth over himself through the sheet. Only the lightest touch needed to keep him suspended in that delicious stage of arousal, where he was past the point of return, but not in immediate, desperate need yet. “Your services were no longer desired. But that’s not true. I’ve thought of another way you can service me this morning.”

			Park’s hands gripped the edge of the dresser, knuckles white.

			Cooper murmured, “Turn around. I want to see.”

			He did, and Cooper had to swallow convulsively, mouth pooling. Park’s hands hovered in front of his hard dick, caught between whether to hide himself or not.

			“Come here, please,” Cooper said.

			Park hurried forward, then slowed, second-guessing how eager he was supposed to look.

			Cooper let his bent knee fall to the side—legs open beneath the sheet—and showed Park his own erection tenting the fabric. “Look at how much I need you. Need you to take care of me.”

			Park groaned like the sound was torn straight out of his throat. He gave himself a quick, soothing squeeze before kneeling up on the foot of the bed. He bent over Cooper, first kissing his calf, then rubbing his face against Cooper’s right leg through the sheet. He worked his way slowly up, pressing more kisses at various signposts, like he was pacing himself. The crook of Cooper’s knee, the tender spot on his inner thigh. The crease of his hip.

			He moved to do the same to the left leg, but Cooper stopped him by grabbing his chin. The bite mark throbbed a bit, and Cooper didn’t want Park seeing it just now and freaking out. “No. No more teasing.”

			Park obediently moved his attention to Cooper’s cock. At first he just rubbed his face against it, catlike, and making small, bitten-off sounds of want. Then he started to mouth along the length, and Cooper could feel hot breath through the sheet against his sensitive skin.

			Cooper cupped the back of Park’s head. “Do you want to fuck me?” he asked, and felt Park nod desperately between his legs. “Want to make me feel good with your fat cock?”

			Park made a shuddering sort of sound. “Yes, please. I want to make you feel good.”

			Cooper’s hand on Park’s head tightened, gripping the hair at the scalp and guiding him up so that his other hand could maneuver the sheet down to thigh-level.

			When his dick was exposed, Park tried to put his mouth back on it, but Cooper held him back. “Wait.”

			He took himself in hand and stroked loosely, a few times, enjoying the simple satisfaction of pressure and movement before letting go. Cooper stuck two of his fingers into his own mouth and slowly began to lick and suck. Park watched him hungrily; his tongue kept darting out between parted lips as if imagining it was the one doing the work.

			Finally, when they were as slick as they could get with spit, Cooper reached down, past his cock and balls, to his ass. Park’s eyes tracked the movement down intently and growled when Cooper began to massage his own hole.

			Cooper hummed happily, loosening his grip on Park’s hair, distracted by his own zinging nerve ends. His body’s muscle memory fluttering in anticipation.

			“Feels nice,” Cooper said. With his other hand he reached blindly up toward the bedside table where they’d unpacked lube. Park, sensing his intention, scrambled forward and fetched it first.

			“Get me wet,” Cooper said, holding up his fingers, and Park squeezed just a bit too much out in his eagerness.

			Cooper began to open himself up with a renewed sense of purpose, and focused on Park’s intent expression. Watching him, trembling where he knelt, poised on the edge like a spring as tightly wound as it could go. Only waiting for Cooper’s go-ahead before he’d pounce and nail him into the mattress.

			“Oh.” Cooper inhaled as a wave of desire clenched his abdominal muscles so hard his shoulders actually lifted from the bed. “God, I’m aching,” he whispered. “I need you in me. Need you to make me feel better.”

			He stretched his arms up above his head, holding on to the square wooden bars of the headboard and spread his legs, wider, feet flat, making room for Park’s body. Welcoming him. Showing off how very ready he was. “C’mon. Show me how good you can be, fucking me just the way I like it.”

			Park was on him in a flash, positioning Cooper with one powerful hand, slicking himself up with the other. His cockhead nudged hungrily at Cooper’s entrance in aborted little thrusts.

			Park hunched over Cooper and licked a line up his throat once, tugged gently on his ear with his teeth. “Say it again,” Park whispered. “Please...”

			Cooper hesitated, but what the hell. It was clear what Park was asking for, what he craved. He mentally reached deep within himself and added a hint of demand to his voice. “I need you, Oliver. Give me what I need now.”

			Park pushed inside of him. Cursed his name. Cooper’s head stretched back and his grip on the headboard slats tightened. The sharp edge of wood against his fingers giving him something else to focus on besides the fullness, the stuffed feeling that radiated all the way up to his sternum and stole his breath away.

			Park rocked into him slightly, until Cooper’s body eased with acceptance and he urged Park deeper, faster. “Yes,” Cooper said, pushing down to meet Park’s thrusts. “More. Harder. Fucking ruin me.”

			Park pressed forward so he could lick and suck at Cooper’s throat again. The slapping sound of flesh on flesh rising and falling as they teased out waves of pleasure, short, fast strokes to long, deep ones that made Cooper’s toes curl.

			“Just like that. You’re doing such a good job taking care of me.”

			Park whimpered and began working even harder, more diligently as Cooper continued to praise him. How good he was, how big, how well he fucked him. He could feel Park literally shaking over him, his body rubbing agonizingly back and forth over Cooper’s dick.

			“Please. Can I—?”

			“Touch me,” Cooper gasped.

			Park slipped his hand between them to grasp Cooper. The first touch was like a release all in itself—the beginning of the end. The tight, slick warmth around his cock at the same time Park drove in and out of him was like closing a circuit. Electricity coursed through him, lighting every nerve, charging every fiber of muscle to dancing, singing life.

			Cooper let go of the headboard and his hands sort of hovered in front of him, paralyzed on the tantalizing edge. Park pushed his face into one of Cooper’s palms, nudging at the fingers and kissing his wrist.

			“Perfect,” Cooper whispered, and his grip slipped into Park’s hair. “Mine. Just mine. Give me your come. Fill me up like a good boy.”

			After that, all it took was one particular combination of Park hammering his hips and twisting his hand, and Cooper was coming. Body jerking and lifting like it was nothing but debris caught on the unstoppable tide of his own orgasm.

			Park pinned him down harshly, drilling into him, fucking him through the last spasms and wringing the last shuddering pleasure out of his soul until he too came, releasing deep inside Cooper.

			Together they slowed, cooled, relaxed into nothing but twitches in the dark. Eventually, Cooper became aware of Park pulling gently out of him, crawling down his body to inspect him, kiss him, until Cooper protested, too tender, too raw. “Too much, too much.”

			Park gathered Cooper to his body, curled around him. A bit more contact than Cooper’s usual post-sex taste enjoyed, but he could feel the vulnerability pulsating off Park in waves and allowed it. Their breaths fell gradually into sync.

			When Park spoke, his voice was rough, barely more than a croak. “Yesterday, in the river, I thought I’d lost you.”

			“You’re not going to lose me,” Cooper said, rolling his head back and forth against the bed. A bad thing to say. Certainly not something he could promise. No one could. But maybe that’s what they meant about feeling young in love and your heart behaving like a teenager’s again. Not because of any of the horrible stuff adolescence brings, but rather because of this bone-deep sense of immortality only ever really seen in children unable to comprehend their own end and lovers who outright refuse to.

			“Worst comes to worst,” Cooper said, stretching just to feel the aches of his body, “I’d just haunt you and your big house. Remember, every time an obnoxious-looking chandelier breaks, that’s me saying hi, how’s things.”

			Park pressed a kiss to Cooper’s head. “Then I’ll have to become a collector of all the ugliest chandeliers in the world.”

			“God help me,” Cooper said, even as he arched his neck to invite another soft kiss, which Park granted. “What have I done?”

			“And when you break all the chandeliers in the world, I’ll learn how to make my own,” Park threatened. “The most obnoxious ever, so I never have to go a day without knowing you care.”

			“No one needs to break anything for you to know that,” Cooper said.

			“Maybe. But every once in a while, it’s nice to hear, anyway.”

			“Mmm.” Cooper stroked the soft skin of Park’s side. “I care so much I couldn’t stop even if I wanted to. I wouldn’t know how.”

			Park rolled them over and kissed Cooper tenderly. “I love you.”

			“Oh yeah,” Cooper sighed. “That, too. Always that, too.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			By the time Cooper and Park had gotten up and showered, they’d missed their window for breakfast and had to hightail it to their first counseling session on nothing more than the two little foil-wrapped chocolates that had been left on their pillows the day before. Well, Cooper had two chocolates. Park had valiantly donated his own, and in turn Cooper valiantly resisted telling him how delicious they were.

			Having a “lie in and a late start” did wonders for their cover story but not a lot of good for Cooper’s stomach. He was unusually hungry that morning. Unusual for him and his medically picky guts, anyway. Though perhaps it wasn’t really strange considering the amount of exercise he’d done yesterday—and this morning—on barely more than the emergency nutrition the staff had forced on him post-river dip. What remained of his shredded, fragile gut had worked up an appetite. So much so that humiliatingly he swayed woozily while walking into Dr. Joyce’s office.

			“Are you all right?” Dr. Joyce asked, reaching out, not quite touching, but ready to catch him if Cooper actually fell.

			“Completely,” Cooper said, and nodded reassuringly at Park’s troubled look. “Early morning and no coffee makes Jack a dull boy.”

			“I think I can prescribe something for that,” Dr. Joyce said, closing the door behind them. He gestured to a sleek, single-serve coffeemaker on a low, wooden side table.

			“Therapy really does solve all your problems,” Cooper marveled.

			The room was nice enough in a prep-school dean’s office sort of way, but there was a faint scent of lavender in it that reminded him of his mother’s gazebo, around which bushes of the stuff had grown. A doubly troubling memory, as of last summer’s shenanigans.

			“How long have you worked here?” Cooper asked as he and Park took up a small love seat facing a comfy-looking armchair and Joyce put together coffee for them. Behind the chair was an intimidating desk framed by two large bookshelves. Two of the corners of the office housed large floor plants in unglazed dark blue pots, looking almost too healthy to be real. Maybe they weren’t. Maybe they were there for quick and handy visual metaphors. Something to point at when Dr. Joyce told couples to nurture and grow and...fertilize?

			“Oh, since the beginning. Vanessa and I worked together before, so when she first decided to open the retreat she was kind enough to offer me a position.”

			Joyce handed out the mugs, and Cooper inhaled the steam from his before taking a careful but deep sip. He relished the ache and burn in his mouth. “Not bad for pods,” he said.

			“The marvels of modern science,” Dr. Joyce agreed as he settled himself, loosely cross-legged, in the armchair, a small notebook in hand. “You seem in a much better mood than yesterday, Kyle. No side effects from your unscheduled swim?” He smiled kindly to take any edge out of the words.

			“Nope!” Cooper popped the P. “I feel baptized, reborn and ready to rumble.” He wondered if it was as boring for people to hear as it was for him to keep saying it.

			But Dr. Joyce just looked impressed. “Nothing at all?”

			“He had a slight fever last night, but was, ah, all better this morning.” Park stumbled slightly over the words and Cooper tried not to look like someone who had just gotten railed into the mattress by nodding solemnly.

			“I’m relieved to hear it,” Dr. Joyce said. “Should we get started on what’s brought you here today?”

			“‘What we’ve got here is failure to communicate,’” Cooper quoted, and ignored Park’s overly put-upon sigh. If “Andrew” thought he was going to miss an opportunity for a reference like that, maybe this fake relationship wasn’t worth saving.

			Dr. Joyce just smiled patiently, which was a shame, and scribbled something into his notebook that hopefully didn’t include the words humor and deflection.

			“Actually, the way we do things at Maudit is to begin with your AQs.”

			Cooper flinched and pulled one of the two tiny decorative pillows from behind him into his lap. How had he forgotten about those already. He picked at it as Joyce reached behind him and pulled a folder off his desk, opening it in his lap.

			“Andrew, I see here you’ve tested many times before. Any questions or concerns about your result?”

			“No,” Park said shortly.

			At the same time Cooper said, “What? You got yours back already? Why didn’t you say anything?”

			Park’s expression was confused. “I got it this morning. I assumed you did too and just didn’t want to talk about...” He trailed off.

			Dr. Joyce cleared his throat. “Actually, Kyle, there was a slight problem with your test.” He held his hand up to calm Cooper’s concern. “Not your fault, I promise. Sometimes a specific set of questions just isn’t compatible to a specific person. We’re not quite as uniform as all that yet, thank goodness. I promise it’s a fairly common pitfall of the system.”

			Cooper glanced at Park and he nodded encouragingly back as if to say, Yes, that’s true.

			“I’d like to ask you to take it again. Another question set, of course. If you don’t mind staying a little after today’s session.”

			“Um,” Cooper said. He and Park had big plans to snoop out Kreuger’s office, but what was he going to say, no? And besides, Cooper would be lying if he didn’t acknowledge at least a little part of his reluctance to retake was because he just didn’t want to know. Not getting the result felt like a reprieve. “Sure. Yeah, that’s no problem.” He forced the words out firmly.

			“Excellent. Now, why don’t you start by telling me how you two met?”

			They spent the next hour gamely following the loose script Cooper and Park had worked on when discussing their cover stories and then meandered into what parts of their relationship were a source of stress. Feeling a bit off balance knowing he’d have to take that thing again, Cooper let Park do the majority of the talking. He nodded when he should, and argued when he was supposed to, but the test continued to loom in the corner of his mind. He didn’t even laugh when Dr. Joyce gave them suggestions like incorporating activities that required teamwork into their weekly schedules, “Activi-we-s, if you will.”

			It wasn’t until Dr. Joyce mentioned taking time-outs if they felt an argument becoming more about besting the other person rather than a discussion that he even brought up the AQs again.

			“Not every conflict can be approached as something that needs to be won,” Joyce said. “Of course, we’ll be able to talk about this more when you have your results back, Kyle. But for now, are there any other sources of tension you personally feel come from an unwillingness to let go of the reins?”

			Cooper frowned. Was he supposed to be letting go of the reins? Was that a healthy partnership? Or was that just because Joyce assumed Park’s own giant AQ couldn’t and shouldn’t possibly be confined?

			“I don’t think so,” Cooper said. It was obviously the wrong answer. But Dr. Joyce nodded sympathetically and began to make another note in his book.

			Park remained silent beside him, then suddenly blurted out, “We’re having some tension over buying a house.”

			Cooper looked at him in surprise, but Park shrugged a little. You said tell the truth, right?

			“That’s not because I want to control the situation,” Cooper said slowly. “I’m just...”

			Both Park and Joyce were looking at him expectantly now, but Cooper had no idea what to say. Did he really need to explain himself? Was it so abnormal to be nervous giving up his own space and security to be at the complete mercy of another? It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Park. He...didn’t trust himself.

			Cooper cleared his throat, which felt suddenly tight and strained. “Figuring out what you want is hard and adding another person is harder,” he said vaguely.

			“I might be able to help with that,” Joyce said. He spent the rest of the session giving them some thought exercises to do and then handed them each a chart he wanted them to fill out and bring to their nest session.

			“Homework?” Cooper asked scanning the paper. It had three columns titled: Need, Want and Would Be Nice for them to organize each of their priorities for a house.

			“I’m afraid so,” Dr. Joyce said, glancing at the wall clock. “And now another test. Therapy’s a lot more work than people expect, I know.”

			“But that rose garden you promised me,” Cooper mumbled, and felt Park snort with laughter and his hand shifted on the love seat to touch Cooper’s thigh. Oddly enough, that small gesture made Cooper feel a bit more ready. “All right, hit me with it. Where’s this new test?”

			Dr. Joyce’s eyes tracked Park’s hand. “Actually, Andrew, I’m going to ask you to give us the room.”

			“Oh,” said Park, sounding unsure. He looked at Cooper, who shrugged that he was fine with that. “Okay. I’ll see you later, then.” He hesitated, then kissed Cooper quickly on the cheek before standing hurriedly and making his goodbyes.

			Cooper was still touching the warm spot on his skin, too surprised to react, when Park left.

			“If you wouldn’t mind sitting here, Kyle.” Dr. Joyce waited until Cooper took the seat indicated behind the large desk. It was much harder than the love seat and uncomfortable in a way that reminded Cooper of his early morning with Park. He missed Park. Which was hands down the most ridiculous thought he’d had all year, considering Park had literally just left the room. But Cooper felt oddly exhausted and tender this morning. Was this what talking about feelings for an hour did to a person? What a nightmare.

			Cooper’s leg still itched and his head was beginning to ache as well. Whether from tension, not getting caffeine into his system fast enough or the light aroma of lavender that had grown more irritating and cloying the more stressed Cooper got was unclear.

			“Another coffee?” Joyce asked catching Cooper massaging his temples.

			“Better not,” Cooper said quickly. “It’s just... I think the lavender’s giving me a headache.”

			Dr. Joyce looked surprised. “You have a rather sharp sense of smell for your kind,” he said.

			“I bet you say that to all the boys.”

			“I’m sorry it’s bothering you,” Joyce said. “It’s generally supposed to be a relaxing. Fights anxiety by lowering the heart rate and blood pressure.”

			“What if you don’t like the scent?” Cooper asked.

			“Then I’m afraid you’re beyond help.”

			Cooper laughed, startled by this glimmer of a sense of humor. Dr. Joyce winked and placed a sheaf of about ten papers on the desk in front of him.

			“An older edition,” he said. “Maybe a bit dated, but no repeat questions, so the results shouldn’t be skewed.”

			“Is this one timed, too?” Cooper asked, glancing at the first page. He wondered if Park had taken this version before. Then abruptly wondered if the very reason Dr. Joyce had separated them was because he thought Cooper had cheated.

			“Yes, I’ll be timing you, but try not to worry about that.” Dr. Joyce opened one of the desk drawers and searched for a pen. “Actually, before you begin, there’s something I wanted to speak to you about in private,” he said cautiously, still looking in the drawer and not at Cooper. “After you’d been pulled from the river, I could not help but notice the injury. On your belly.” He paused. Cooper didn’t breathe. “Did Andrew do that?”

			Cooper exhaled with a whoosh and laughed. It wasn’t a funny suggestion, but the absurdity of Park hurting him—and the relief that Joyce hadn’t just accused him of cheating on his AQ—made him feel oddly relieved and light.

			“No. God, no. Absolutely not. He would never,” Cooper said, then realizing he might be protesting too much, snapped his mouth shut. He’d been hoping to get through the weekend without anyone seeing the scars, but he’d be a pretty shit agent if he hadn’t worked out a cover story just in case. “That was from a couple of years ago. Before I met Andrew. Mugging. Tried to fight back. Obviously I wasn’t prepared for this.” He gestured to himself. Normally he hated talking about the damage to his body left behind by Symer. But today, like this, it was extremely easy to recite the lie for the very reason that it was a lie. A thing that had happened to Kyle. Left its mark on Kyle. Almost like Cooper wasn’t the one who had been attacked at all. “Andrew would never hurt me.”

			“I’m very glad to hear that. I hope you understand why I have to ask.”

			“I do,” Cooper said honestly. Hesitated. “Do you...ever treat couples who you think really shouldn’t actually stay together?” he asked, thinking of Jimmy and Lisa.

			Joyce blinked at him curiously. “Do you have concerns of incompatibility with Andrew?”

			“Oh no, we’re fine,” Cooper said quickly.

			Dr. Joyce remained quiet, longer than a normal, comfortable pause in conversation and something about the silence made Cooper want to keep talking. The expectancy of it perhaps, or maybe it was the papers staring starkly up at him.

			“It’s just all this talk about, well, AQs and stuff. I guess I don’t understand what I’m...aiming for here. What’s the ideal sort of ratio? I mean, do you ever get results and just think, oh no, this won’t work, they’d better throw in the towel?”

			Joyce’s expression was distant for a moment as he considered the question carefully. “Aiming for. I’ve never heard it put quite like that before.” He smiled suddenly. “Just try and take it as naturally as possible. I promise you, I’ve been working here since the day Dr. Claymont opened the retreat and I’ve yet to tell anyone to end a relationship based on an AQ. So...” Dr. Joyce handed him a pen. “Are you ready to begin?”

			Cooper looked down at the test, apprehensive. He wished Park was with him, teasing him with AQ questions about real estate. Then Park’s disappointed face when he wasn’t able to name three things about the last house they’d toured, and Cooper swallowed against the suddenly tight feeling in his throat.

			“Actually,” Cooper said impulsively. “Could I ask you one more thing?”

			Dr. Joyce perched on the arm of the nearby chair. “Of course. What’s on your mind?”

			“Before, when you were talking about...problems letting go of control.” He paused. “I...sometimes I feel that. About this house thing, I mean. The truth is, I haven’t really been trying to...help with the tensions about the house stuff. I haven’t even wanted to because the less we agree about places, the longer we put off actually moving.”

			“Why do you think you’re doing this?”

			Cooper shook his head. “I don’t know. I mean I’ve been looking after myself, just myself, for a long time. Like, a really long time.” He forced his face to smile and Joyce nodded sympathetically. “And then this all just happened so quickly and, well, yeah, maybe it’s freaking me out a little bit.”

			“Have you talked about this with Andrew?”

			Cooper grimaced. “Not in those exact words. I think it would worry him. He’s just so...sure about this whole thing. And I’m sure, too,” he added hastily. “I like the idea of putting down roots with him. But I like my apartment. I like my neighbors. I like our life now.”

			Joyce tilted his head thoughtfully. “A thing doesn’t have to turn completely bad before you leave it behind. Something better just needs to come along.”

			Cooper blinked at him “That sounds like some serious midlife crisis advice given right before a really shit decision.”

			“It’s true, though. Sometimes the best thing we can do is move on. If you’re waiting to hate your current apartment, it might never feel like the right time to move. Of course, the key is determining that the other thing is truly better. Is investing in a future with Andrew better than digging your heels in, staying where you are and hoping nothing ever forces a change?”

			Cooper made a face. “Wow. I can tell by the phrasing of that question you’re not trying to influence me one way or another.”

			Dr. Joyce chuckled softly. “If you only ever make a change when you’re unhappy, you’ll always be in the position of running away from something, never running toward it.”

			Cooper tapped his fingers on the desk. “You know, I think I liked you better when you were being a barista.”

			“But how do you like me as a proctor?” Joyce winked and nodded at the waiting test.

			“Now, if you really want to see what I look like running away,” Cooper grumbled, but flipped the first page over and began.

			
 
			Cooper found Park lounging against the side of the lodge in the shadow of the porch where they’d agreed to meet. A persistent breeze jostled the treetops around them and Park’s dark hair looked messier than usual, like it did right after Cooper ran his fingers through it. That made him smile and he saw Park relax ever so slightly at the sight, even as he scanned Cooper intently, as if making sure he was in the same tip-top condition he’d left him in.

			“How’d that go?” Park asked mildly, despite the intense curiosity in his eyes.

			“We gossiped about you. It was super fun,” Cooper said. He was in a much better mood than before. Sometime during the test taking his headache had faded and now that the AQ was behind him entirely (for the last time, please and thank you), he felt very light and optimistic. “Did you find it?”

			Park gestured for Cooper to follow him and led him around the lodge and down the hill. The back of the building also had a large porch overlooking the lake, this one at second-floor level. Underneath was a gravel patio thick with pebbles, as if it had been replenished recently. Against the wall of the lodge, in shadow, was a bike rack with a few old-looking mountain bikes, a covered grill and a metal door painted dark green.

			Park flourished his hand, looking pleased. “May I present the utility room and Kreuger’s office?”

			“Good hunting,” Cooper said, impressed. “Did you already start looking?”

			“I thought I’d wait for you.” Park winked. “What do you say, a little B and E for this week’s activi-we?” Cooper groaned and Park opened the door. It let out a long squeal of rusty hinges that got lost in the constant roar of the falls. “That and if someone interrupts us, I can think of about fifteen more alibis for two people to be hiding down here than for one person.”

			“Only fifteen? Maybe we should hit up the intimacy talk tomorrow after all,” Cooper said, walking into the utility room and neatly sidestepping Park’s hand reaching out to slap his ass with a laugh.

			Inside, it was dark and all Cooper could really see were large square shapes and a rack of rakes, shovels and hoes by the door where the slightest sunshine could reach. The smell of old cut grass was strong and there was a persistent humming sound in the room.

			Park’s dark form eased past him and found a pull-chain. A single bare light bulb lit the room and Cooper blinked, adjusting. On his right, the large square shapes—the source of the humming—appeared to be the electrical boxes for heating/AC units, and generators in case of power failure for the lodge. The other side of the room had a mess of landscaping equipment: a lawn mower, leaf blower, sacks and sacks of mulch, sand and ice melt. Along the wall, mostly fallen to the concrete floor, were miscellaneous items. A single plastic kayak oar. An empty, crusty birdfeeder. A metal sign that said Danger. Swim at your own risk.

			Cooper gave them all a careful going-over, then followed Park into the back of the room behind the electrics. Here there was a rudimentary metal desk covered in papers, eons away from the sleek oak piece in Dr. Joyce’s office. Along the back of the wall were a couple of wall-mounted cupboards, a free-standing metal sink splattered with white paint, a mini-fridge with a microwave balanced precariously on top and another dark green metal door that must have led into the lodge.

			“You try that?” Cooper asked, pointing at the door.

			“Locked,” Park said. He was going through the cupboards, and over his shoulder Cooper could see an equally grim interior. One bowl. One mug. An open box of cheap tea bags. A spoon. Pantry-type foods that never got used and never got thrown away.

			“Christ, I’ve seen city dorm rooms less depressing than this.”

			“Let’s say he really did go off the grid. Maybe he took all the good stuff with him.” Park held up a cardboard container of breadcrumbs and shook them at Cooper. “The real question is, do you think these lead anywhere?”

			Cooper gave him a look. “And you told Dr. Joyce I’m the one that can’t take things seriously. Slander and lies.” He sat in the wheely chair behind the desk and pulled open a drawer. It was empty aside from some masking tape and pens, but when he closed it the unstable desk tilted with a jerk and a large stack of papers from the top scattered to the floor.

			Cursing, Cooper bent down to regather the papers, going through them at the same time. Most of them were old bills in Kreuger’s name and a few receipts where the landscaping items were circled in pen. But one credit card statement caught his eye. It was from March of that year and issued to Vanessa Claymont. Underlined in the same blue pen that had so diligently circled bags of mulch and weed killer was a payment of $595.50 to someplace called Iaso Supply. Sorting through the papers still on the desk, Cooper found five more statements for Vanessa Claymont. Each with an underlined $595.50 payment to the same company.

			“Have you ever heard of a place called Iaso Supply?”

			“No,” Park said, checking the fridge. “But Iaso’s the Greek goddess of cures and stuff like that. They might sell medical supplies.”

			Cooper looked back at him, startled. “How the hell do you know that?”

			“I said I like folklore, mythology, all that. Used to be pretty obsessed as a kid, actually, tracing the ways wolf and human lore overlap.”

			Cooper filed that away in his treasured Facts About Park that Surprise and Delight Me drawer and held up the card statements. “Any clue what a couple’s counselor would need from a medical supply company?”

			Park scanned the documents, frowning. “Based on our session? A helluva lot of lavender.”

			Together they slowly started going through the rest of the papers and drawers.

			“Tell me about Kreuger,” Cooper said, skimming through an old bill. “What was he like?”

			Park shot him a look. “I’d hardly say I knew him. I just met him that once and it wasn’t what you’d call a social visit. You probably have as good a grasp on his psychology as I do, from going through his drawers.”

			“You went there, to CT, to remove him as alpha, right? Because he was a bad leader?”

			“He was a dick,” Park said bluntly. “He was a bully who only wanted to lead over others to make himself feel important. He teased offers of security, pack, shared resources, but then kept everyone around him struggling, just enough to need him. To not be able to walk away. You’d almost be better off with the rebels.”

			“And your family didn’t like that?” Cooper asked tentatively.

			Park shrugged. “I know what you’re thinking. They’re hardly leading figures of morality. But the fact is, long term, we’re only as strong as our weakest member. Just like any other group or system. Kreuger believed otherwise. Or maybe he just didn’t care about long-term success, only that he could keep living the way he wanted in that moment. Feeling that little extra bit taller by standing on top of those around him.”

			They continued to sort quietly, with nothing but the rustle of papers between them for a moment. When Park spoke again, he sounded very matter-of-fact. “So one day the Shepherd showed up. Told him he was unfit to be a leader and no longer welcome in our territory. He could agree and leave. Or he could choose to fight. He fought.” Park shook his head. “I don’t know why. He must have known how it would go. But he was arrogant and he lost.”

			“Muñoz said Kreuger was different after. Like he wasn’t an alpha anymore.”

			“He was never a real alpha,” Park protested.

			“What do you mean? Like a low AQ?”

			“No, I’m sure he scored perfectly within the range he felt he deserved. A nice, neat sixty-seven. Not higher than expected, but not lower, either.” Park fell silent once more, but Cooper could tell he was chewing on something he wanted to say.

			Finally, he exploded. “It’s just such bullshit. Literally all it measures is thinking patterns. Interpersonal habits. Personal strengths. It’s not bad to get a low score. Just like it’s not good to get a high one. The people who really succeed are the ones who understand it doesn’t matter what number you get, it’s what you do with it. If you’d asked me back then why Kreuger felt different after we fought, I’d have said it was because he’d finally been forced to see himself differently.”

			“Back then, but not now?” Cooper asked, studying Park carefully.

			Park ran an impatient hand through his hair. “I thought it might have changed,” he mumbled, and his words were nearly lost.

			“What?” Cooper asked. “Kreuger?”

			“No, me. My number. I thought it might be lower because—” Park cut himself off. Shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I just thought it might have dropped. I had this theory that we’re not actually born with an innate, static AQ. That we develop one based on people around us, the way we’re treated. How it informs our self-perception. When I would visit the packs in my family’s territory as the Shepherd, I’d see a ton of wolves like Kreuger who were loud and aggressive toward people they knew wouldn’t be naturally inclined to fight back. Conflict-averse. Pleasers. In their minds, that’s what made them an alpha—using people. So I thought, now I’m not with my family anymore. I’m not the Shepherd anymore. Maybe I don’t have to be this anymore, either.”

			“But it didn’t change?”

			Park laughed darkly. “Oh no, it did. Ninety-one to ninety-three.”

			Cooper blinked rapidly, trying to process all the different feelings he was having at once. Shock: Park had told him most alpha-types scored between sixty-five and eighty.

			Anxiety: Park hoped his relationship with Cooper’s long-fabled but never proven high-AQ ass would lower his own. The opposite had occurred. What the fuck did that mean?

			Tenderness: he may not understand jack-shit about these numbers, but he could plainly see Park’s worldview had been shaken.

			“I know that doesn’t mean a lot to you, but it’s kind of a ridiculous jump,” Park was saying. “And exactly the sort of thing my grandfather would have loved. Would have thought we were owed because of our bloodline.” He groaned. “I don’t know how I can be so adamant that something is overrated, outdated, erroneous bullshit but still get that number and feel so excited. For a moment I was fifteen again and so, so proud to tell Joe.”

			A small, sympathetic noise escaped Cooper. He’d never met Park’s recently deceased grandfather—doubtless a good thing considering the man hated humans and Cooper blamed him for a lot of Park’s insecurities today. But relationships were complicated, especially those with the people who raised you. The pain of loss wasn’t always about missing the person themself. Sometimes it was the free-fall shock when you stumbled into the bottomless blank space that they’d always filled before.

			Cooper tentatively reached out and slipped his hand into Park’s, who looked at him, surprised. “I’m sorry,” he said.

			“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Park said immediately.

			“I’m sorry this hurt you.” He bumped Park’s shoulder with his own, then kissed it quickly. “I’m sorry anything’s ever hurt you, but especially something like this that seems entirely...avoidable.”

			Park laughed and rubbed his face tiredly. “It’s a joke how obsessed we all are with this, isn’t it? Fucking thing didn’t even exist eighty years ago, but now it’s all anyone wants to know.”

			“Not a joke,” Cooper protested. “If you’re told something over and over from the day you’re born, of course you’re going to internalize it.”

			Park sighed. “Well, I’d like it out now.” He slammed the last drawer and the desk tilted dramatically again. He knelt on the dusty concrete to examine the legs. “One of these is missing a foot.”

			Cooper crouched to see, a sharp throb shooting through his leg where the bite was, and he, too, saw that only three out of the four metal desk legs ended in black rubber knobs.

			“Here, help me with this,” Park said, and they moved the papers into neat stacks on the floor. When it was clear, Park lifted the desk on two legs easily with one hand. Cooper was momentarily distracted by his casual inhuman strength and the lines of arm muscle peeking through his shirt.

			“Hello,” Park said.

			“Hello yourself,” Cooper said in his best leer, before noticing Park gently tug a tightly folded piece of paper out of the naked leg hole. He put the desk back down and spread the paper flat on top.

			“It’s...a map?” Cooper said hesitantly. It was obviously a map. He could see the topographic lines, the faded greens and blues indicating land and water, the outlines of buildings. He could even tell, based on the quarry and falls, that it was a map of the retreat property. He only sounded hesitant because he couldn’t see a reason someone had gone through the trouble of hiding it up a table leg. There was no X marks the spot. No illegal poison spillage here or helpful doodles of oilcans and dollar signs.

			“Does it look sort of old to you?” he asked.

			“All maps look old these days,” Park said absently, and tapped the largest rectangular building. “This is the lodge. And over here’s the staff quarters we saw yesterday. Look, there’s the back road we took.” He traced the lines with his finger.

			“This would have been more helpful than the map we were actually given,” Cooper mumbled. “This must be Montclaire Mill.” He tapped a collection of smallish square buildings, about a mile away from the lodge. One of the buildings even had Mill scrawled in blue pen under it. The same blue pen Kreuger had used to circle items on the bills.

			“It looks closer than I thought.” Cooper got his phone out and took careful photos of the map before Park folded it back up and replaced it in the leg. “Now I feel like we should check every nook and cranny in here. Who knows where else Kreuger was squirreling things.”

			“I’m not sure he—” Park stopped, staring off into space, head tilted slightly. Before Cooper could react, Park swiftly kicked over the neat stacks of paper, still on the floor, scattering them messily, then abruptly grabbed Cooper around the waist and lifted him onto the desktop.

			“What—?” Cooper whispered, and was cut off by Park’s mouth covering his. Park kissed him deeply and moaned louder than he usually would. One of his hands slid up Cooper’s shirt, massaging at his chest while the other knocked his thighs open so he could tug Cooper closer, encouraging his legs around Park’s waist.

			Cooper accepted the touch, holding on to Park’s back tightly, kissing him back, but he couldn’t shut his eyes. He kept scanning the room, searching for what had set Park’s warning bells off.

			That’s why he noticed right away when the previously locked, dark green metal door at the back wall cracked open.

			Cooper reached down to grab Park’s ass and pull him into a slight humping motion and waited for the intruder to burst in on them. He mentally prepared his embarrassed, fumbling excuses. Going for a swim. Got sidetracked. Snuck in here for privacy. Sorry.

			But no burst came. The door stayed slightly cracked, but nothing else happened.

			Cooper ran his hand through Park’s hair, tugging his mouth free, and pressed a couple of kisses along his jaw until he could whisper, barely more than a breath, in his ear, “Gone?”

			“No,” Park growled, pushing Cooper flat onto his back on the desk. He half-crawled over Cooper and nuzzled his neck. “Plan?”

			Fuck, Cooper thought. Well, that certainly wasn’t the plan. But what were they supposed to do, stop now and risk major suspicion? Or get off while someone with best-case creepy, worst-case nefarious intentions listened?

			Cooper’s skin prickled and he shuddered beneath Park at the thought. He wasn’t aroused, really, but he was excited and hyperaware of every sound he and Park were making; every shaky inhale and satisfied hum, every movement they made. Cooper’s hands worked their way down from grasping Park’s ass to the backs of his upper thighs, then inward, digging his fingers into the thick muscles.

			Park’s eyes slipped shut and he seemed caught on the edge of speaking. His mouth hovering directly over Cooper’s, lips parted, brow furrowed, motor control stripped down to its most basic, animal function. Cooper’s hand dipped deeper still to nudge at the back of Park’s balls and felt him jerk impulsively, knocking between his legs. He knew if he wanted to, he could make Park come, right here, like this. Knew that he could ask him for anything and receive it, no matter how many people were watching. He imagined, fuzzyheaded with lust now, what they looked like, the two of them, rutting fully-clothed over a desk in the dark.

			Power. That’s what it was. To have a man like Park trembling and desperate for his body. Willing to do anything for him. Let them watch. Let them see how powerful I am.

			Cooper gasped and shoved Park away. His face felt hot and he was breathing quickly. “Stop. Don’t,” Cooper said.

			Park stood up hastily, backing up a couple of steps. He, too, was breathing hard and looked wide-eyed with confusion. Confusion as to what they had come close to doing as opposed to why they had stopped, Cooper suspected guiltily.

			Pull it together, Cooper. Someone might still be watching.

			“I can’t...keep doing this. We can’t just fuck every time we fight and expect that to make it better,” Cooper added for their possible audience.

			Park nodded, back to the door, but his face was still unsure, worried. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

			“No, I’m sorry,” Cooper said, meaning it this time. “I honestly don’t know what’s gotten into me. We should go.”

			He walked to the door, hoping to surprise the eavesdropper, but when he opened it—not locked now—there was no one there. Just a dark set of wooden steps leading upstairs and presumably into the lodge. He crouched to examine them, hoping to find a convenient, thin layer of dust and perfect footprints, but there was nothing. The steps were perfectly clean. Well-used, even.

			“Someone had easy access to Kreuger’s office, whether he knew it or not,” Cooper murmured, not able to meet Park’s eye yet. “Come on, they might still be close.”

			As quickly as he could, Cooper climbed the steps, Park at his back. It became pitch-black as soon as Kreuger’s office door closed behind them and Cooper stumbled a few times, catching himself on the wall, rough planks beneath his palm. The darkness felt oppressive, watchful, and it was a relief when they made it to the door on the other end and found it unlocked as well.

			Cooper and Park emerged into a room that was much warmer than downstairs. The air felt wetter, too, and he could hear water faintly nearby. Looking around, it appeared to be a sort of high-end locker room sans lockers. Or at least not the sort of lockers one expected. There were two fashionably enormous benches of dark brown distressed leather, wooden cubbies with doors stained mint green, and a curiously antique mirror. Along one side of the room was a counter with three sinks in the form of stone basins, and around the corner Cooper could glimpse shower doors and what appeared to be a steam room.

			“Cooper?” Park asked hesitantly, and it hurt Cooper’s heart how confused he sounded.

			He plastered a reassuring smile on his face. “Too bad we didn’t catch them. My fault. Did you pick up anything, though? Any sound or smell? But we should probably head up before anyone else comes looking. We really should get back. Don’t want to draw too much attention. Going to get a reputation—”

			“Cooper,” Park interrupted firmly. “Please, you’re—just—slow down for a minute.” He stepped hesitantly closer. “What happened down there... Are you okay? You’re not really acting like yourself.”

			Cooper looked down at his shoes. Honestly, he didn’t quite feel like himself. But how were you supposed to tell your lover that you were rattled by an unprecedented fantasy of fucking them in front of the entire retreat? He knew fantasies didn’t equal real-life desires. But still. Where the hell had that come from?

			It was the suddenness of it that bothered him more than anything else. An almost alarming flip from professional and alert to...that. His mood was all over the place. He’d blamed it on having to take the AQ again, but even this morning in bed he’d felt a bit more intense than usual and if he was being honest, his mood had been all over the place since falling into the river yesterday.

			“I’m...” Cooper started. But he owed Park more than vague reassurance that he was fine. That was for other people. Park was his romantic partner and his work partner; it was important he knew he could trust Cooper.

			“I’ve just been feeling a little weird today.” He flapped his hand, frustrated by his own inability to explain. “Exhausted one minute and completely...hyper the next.”

			Park was listening to him patiently, looking intent and supportive. As if whatever Cooper said would be treated as seriously as any other case that they could then problem-solve together.

			“And horny,” Cooper blurted. “I’m intensely horny out of nowhere and was this close to sucking you off just now, potentially murderous voyeurs be damned. In fact, voyeurs welcomed.”

			That wiped Park’s sweet and caring expression clean away. “Oh,” he said, shocked, and a slight flush colored his cheeks. “I...oh.”

			“I’d like to buy a consonant now, please,” Cooper said.

			“...’kay. I mean, right. Is that something you’d be interested in doing? Someday. When we’re not on a potential crime scene, I mean.”

			Cooper felt a burst of affection for Park. “No. I mean, I don’t know? I haven’t thought about it. My point was that I feel...off. Weird.”

			Park frowned thoughtfully and cupped Cooper’s face in his hand and stared into his eyes. “Pupils seem normal. Fever’s not back.” He ran his hand carefully across Cooper’s scalp. “Any tender spots? Did you sleep poorly? Eat something that didn’t agree with you?” Cooper said no to all of the above. “What exactly do you mean by weird?”

			“I don’t know, I just don’t feel like myself? I haven’t since—”

			Cooper jerked out of Park’s gentle hold, heart beating fast.

			“What? What is it?”

			Cooper backed up a few steps. “Oliver...don’t laugh at me.”

			Park’s expression turned perplexed. “I just checked you for skull fractures. I’m not in what you might consider a jolly mood.”

			“No, not... I was wondering, you can’t—” Cooper stopped. Ridiculous question. He should not have brought it up. But he still just needed to be sure. “I mean, if you were to...bite me... Really bite me ’til I bled, while in fur, that wouldn’t—Would that affect me in some way? Please don’t laugh. Or be angry,” he added in a whisper.

			Park looked about as far from laughing as it was possible to get. Angry, on the other hand...

			When he spoke, his words were so tightly controlled Cooper shivered. “No. It wouldn’t affect you. Who bit you until you bled?”

			Cooper exhaled shakily. For a moment he’d thought...well, that was clearly wrong so it didn’t matter. “It was an accident. When Vanessa pulled me from the river. I—I freaked out a bit. Struggled. Hurt myself.”

			Park stalked toward him faster than one would expect and then stopped, as if jerked back, right before touching Cooper. He stared down at him. “Show me. Please?”

			Cooper carefully propped his leg up on the bench and rolled his pants up to the knee. “It’s really not that big a deal.” On his shin was the vicious-looking scar from his run-in with a murderer while visiting his dad and brother in Jagger Valley last year. The scabs from the bite appeared laughably unserious next to that.

			Park looked at them dispassionately. Mask carefully on. “May I?” he asked. Cooper nodded and Park ran a gentle finger over the marks.

			“See?” Cooper said finally, when it was clear Park wasn’t going to say anything. “It’s nothing. I was being silly.”

			Park laid his hand flat over the bite, covering it, then slipped his palm carefully up Cooper’s leg until he could grab his thigh and squeeze. Cooper inhaled sharply, stumbling in surprise and Park’s other hand shot up to grip his waist, steadying him. One leg up and spread, balancing on the other, Park’s hands holding him in place, Cooper felt immensely vulnerable.

			“I had you this morning,” Park growled, so graveled it made the hairs on Cooper’s neck stand. “I had you, spread naked beneath me. How didn’t I see this?”

			“I didn’t want you to,” Cooper said. He felt Park’s hands flex against him convulsively, and his eyes flash gold.

			“Why not?”

			Cooper reached up to pull Park’s mouth to his. He kissed him deeply, greedily, until the hand that had been tight on his thigh reached up to the base of Cooper’s throat and gently but firmly pushed him away. Cooper whined. His body felt too hot, contained.

			“No. You just told me you’re not yourself,” Park murmured. He swiped his thumb quickly over Cooper’s lip.

			“Maybe I misspoke,” Cooper said, trying to push forward again.

			Park gave him a look, then released Cooper’s waist, holding his hand in more chaste support.

			“All right, fine,” Cooper accepted. “But clearly if there’s something going on—and that’s a big if—then it’s not from the bite.”

			“No,” Park agreed. “Of course, you’ll want to treat it for infection as you would any bite, but you can’t catch werewolf. It can only be inherited from one or both biological parents.” He paused. “However, you have been carrying around another interesting clue in your pants.”

			Cooper raised his eyebrows. “I thought you didn’t want to solve that right now.”

			“Not that.” He took hold of Cooper’s calf again, in a much more professional manner than before, and positioned it to better see the neat ring of blood bursts. “Pretty distinct bite pattern.”

			Cooper twisted to examine it for himself, but the elongated semicircle of irregular dark spots looked pretty much how he’d expect any semi-gentle bite to look. “In what way?

			“These are all from incisors.” Park gently pointed out six of the marks. “That’s why you bled. Only a couple of premolars here, but I wouldn’t expect to see many of those anyway if she was just trying to grab you. The canines are primarily used to grab and hold.”

			“Where are the canines?” Cooper asked.

			“Exactly,” Park said. “See this distinct space between the incisors and premolars? There are none.”

			Cooper frowned. “Don’t you think we would have noticed if Vanessa was missing front-facing teeth?”

			“Not if she uses fakes while in skin. They would have popped right out when she shifted, though.” Park rubbed one soothing thumb over the marks again, then gestured that Cooper could put his leg down. “More to the point, I’ve seen bite patterns like this before.”

			Cooper straightened abruptly from rolling his pant leg back down. “You mean you’ve seen someone else Vanessa’s bit?”

			Park looked grim. “No. But she’s not the only wolf in the world missing her canines. It’s not an uncommon punishment amongst some rebel packs. If they try to leave, or betray the pack in some way, they get their fangs pulled.”

			Cooper’s hand shot to his own mouth and a wave of disgust rolled through him. “That’s...”

			“Vicious? Horrific? A good reason to think twice before disobeying?”

			Cooper shook his head, not in disagreement, but more to keep the brutal images from settling too deeply. This wasn’t the first time he’d been on a case involving pulled teeth, though that had been for an entirely different, near clinical reason. “Are you saying Dr. Vanessa Claymont, co-director of the bang-your-troubles-away couples retreat, is part of a rebel pack?”

			“Unlikely. They’re not exactly known for supporting the business ventures and independence of their followers. But my guess is that she certainly used to be.”

			“And left under less than ideal circumstances,” Cooper said.

			“There are no ideal circumstances to leave a rebel pack,” Park said. “Rebels aren’t just those who don’t follow the ruling packs. They’re territories to themselves. They follow their own rules and deal their own unpredictable and cruel justice.”

			Cooper considered that. “Wasn’t Eli in a rebel pack when you met him?” he said, naming Park’s charming and painfully good-looking ex he’d met briefly early that year. “I thought he said they were just a band of outcasts or something.”

			“You think I’m unfairly biased against them because of who my family is. Because of who I am,” Park said bluntly.

			Cooper placed a hand on Park’s arm. “I didn’t mean it like that. I’m just trying to understand.”

			The silence drew out. Park was stiff and unmoving and his eyes had grown distant, angry, though Cooper was fairly sure it wasn’t directed at him.

			“Eli’s story isn’t mine to tell,” Park said finally. “But as much as you think the wolves you’ve met place emphasis on dominance, submission, obedience and sacrifice for the benefit of those in charge, rebels are ten times worse. Eli felt that. I’m guessing Vanessa did, too.”

			“You think this is what Kreuger found out? The information he was looking to trade? Maybe he discovered something about Vanessa’s past she didn’t want getting out?”

			Park shook his head. “I don’t know. I doubt the Kreuger I knew took issue on a moral level. Blackmail, on the other hand...”

			“What about Paul? He must know of Vanessa’s past. If Kreuger was threatening her somehow, he also has motive to remove the threat.”

			“We need to take a closer look at Vanessa’s and Paul’s offices,” Park agreed. “And get you to a doctor,” he added so casually Cooper nearly missed it.

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Look at me, I’m completely fine.”

			“You said you feel weird.”

			“Sure. But it’s a big leap to seek medical attention. What would you have me tell the doctor my symptoms are? Mood swings and intermittent horniness? If I were a nineteenth-century woman I’d get sent home with a vibrator. In fact, I might prescribe myself the same treatment after this case.”

			“But—”

			“No. Look, first I need to eat. I’m hungrier than I’ve ever been in my life, for some reason.”

			“Tell me you’re not trying to blame horniness on hunger.”

			“I’m just saying, if I don’t feel better after that, we can revisit the idea of a doctor. But otherwise, forget it.”

			“What does feeling better mean in this scenario? If you don’t want to fuck me after lunch, we’re in the clear?” Park said sarcastically.

			Cooper raised his eyebrows. “Well, I certainly hope not, do you?”

			Somewhere around the corner, a door opened with a heavy whoosh and closed slowly. Cooper and Park stayed silent and watchful as soft footsteps approached and relaxation expert Reggie appeared.

			“Oh!” she said, jumping a bit. “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear anyone come in.” Her eyes darted back and forth between Cooper and Park and then, so quickly he almost missed it, toward the door to Kreuger’s office. It was much prettier on this side. Subtly painted to blend with the décor and remain as unnoticed as possible.

			At least it would if they hadn’t left it slightly open.

			“Are you here for a lesson?” she asked, and there was just a hint of suspicion under her tone.

			“Yes, we are,” Cooper said quickly, sliding his arm around Park’s waist and bumping their hips together affectionately. “Sorry, when we didn’t see anyone we thought that might be your office,” he explained, gesturing at the door.

			Reggie smiled and her posture relaxed a little. “Oh, no. That’s just the heaters and such.”

			She was a short woman, hardly five feet, fat, had a shaved head and dramatically winged blue eyeliner. Most of the tattoos on her arms were abstract swirls in a faded green-black color and looked like they had been done at home, but there were a couple tattoos on her chest that were objects of some kind. Two teacups maybe, or a couple of flowerless vases. It was hard to tell exactly what because they were both twisted and stretched oddly. Almost like they covered burns or had been distorted through surgery, but the skin was smooth and unscarred. Cooper thought she didn’t look older than twenty, but that might have had more to do with the way she hovered there, vacillating between discomfort and confidence. Like she was still deciding between giving the instructions or waiting to receive them.

			“I can give you a quick tour of the spa area and then we can begin the lesson, if you’d like.”

			Cooper nodded and tried not to look too worried about what the lesson referred to. “Is there anything we, uh, need or...?”

			“Oh no. We provide all the supplies. This is our dressing room.” She gestured around them. “The facilities are open all hours and the cupboards under the table there are kept stocked with all sorts of stuff you are free to use. Towels, shampoos, soaps, oils, and, um, lots of things.”

			She blushed a bit and started to lead them out. Cooper opened the cupboard for a peek and saw all the items Reggie had listed along with boxes of various high-end condoms, sealed single-use lubes and a bag of individually wrapped mints. Please don’t let these be the lesson supplies she was referring to.

			Reggie led them down a wide, tiled hall. “These are the showers and the steam room is here.” She knocked on the glass, waited a couple moments, then opened the heavy door. Cooper was expecting steam to come billowing out, but it was barely hotter inside than out. Everything was made of very dark, near-black stone. Stone floor, stone semicircular benches, stone walls. In the center of the room was a stone pillar with an orb thing covered in black wire and cut metal shapes.

			Cooper ran his fingers over the top and waggled his eyebrows at Park.

			“What’s my future look like, Nostradamus?” Park asked.

			“Pretty steamy.” Cooper winked.

			Reggie stood watching them in the open doorway. “The timer to set how long you’d like the steam to run is out here. Along with the lighting options.” She flicked something out of sight and the room switched to a warm, intimate light. Another flick and it was low blue. Once more and the lights fell quite dim indeed, but deep inside the orb glowed a soft white.

			Cooper followed Reggie’s direction to look up and saw it was projecting shadows that looked like forest tree limbs and little birds onto the ceiling. Cooper suddenly remembered where he’d seen a similar device before. Sitting on Muñoz’s shelf. Apparently Park remembered, too.

			“That’s very clever,” Park said, staring up at the pictures. “Where’d you get it?”

			“Oh, the groundskeeper made it. He used to work here, anyway. I told him how I was jealous he gets to work outside all day while I’m cooped up in here. He said now I’ll always be able to see the sky. Actually he made me, like, thirty if you want one.”

			“That must have taken a lot of time,” Cooper said neutrally, and glanced at Park, who looked distinctly unimpressed. Kreuger was, what, forty-seven? Reggie seemed barely out of her teens. “Was he your friend? Boyfriend?” he added carefully.

			Reggie scrunched up her nose immediately. “God, no.” Her face turned guilty. “I mean, he’s nice or whatever. But—” She shrugged and flipped the light back on, obliterating the forest scene. “Ready to continue?”

			Reggie gave them the rest of the tour, showing them a sleek indoor pool with a connecting hot tub and glass doors leading out to the enormous outdoor deck. Inside the pool, Jimmy swam aggressive laps and Lisa lay out on one of the comfortable cushioned reclining chairs with her eyes closed. If either of them noticed Cooper and Park, they didn’t acknowledge them. Finally, closer to the main part of the lodge Reggie led them into a room with a massage table, raised stone bathtub and enormous shower in the corner. To the side was a long table with oils and stacks of towels. Park gave Cooper a slightly alarmed look.

			Reggie closed the door behind them. “Now the main event. Have you decided who wants to do what?”

			Cooper cleared his throat. “Excuse me?”

			“Who is learning how to give the massage and who is receiving?” She paused and looked slightly uncomfortable, hands twisting in front of her. “I, uh, usually base the lesson around wolf anatomy, but...”

			Cooper exhaled. “Right.” He nodded at Park, not sure why he felt a little nervous. “You heard her. Get your pants off.”

			Park hesitated. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather the other way? After what you said about being—” he glanced at Reggie, who turned away to futz with the towels “—very hungry.”

			Cooper rolled his eyes. “I think I’ll be able to resist taking a bite out of you for a little bit. Come on. It’s time I show you what these hands can really do.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			In the past, investigations had led Cooper down claustrophobic crevasses to hell, deep into the grim waters of a marina, trekking across the snowy tundra and stumbling over more bodies than he cared to remember. If the worst this case required him to do was to ask covert questions while rubbing warm oil into Park’s bare skin, he thought that was only fair. In fact, he felt owed.

			In front of him, Park was lying facedown on the massage table with a towel draped over his ass. His skin glistened and there was a faint smell of almonds in the room.

			“So how long have you been working here?” Cooper asked, pushing his thumbs in expanding, concentric circles under Park’s shoulder blade, like Reggie had demonstrated.

			“Almost four months now,” she said softly, and readjusted his hands a little.

			“It’s a much smaller staff than we expected,” Cooper said. “Is it always just the five of you?”

			“We make it work,” she said, sidestepping yet another question. She’d been very reluctant to talk the whole lesson, constantly redirecting to point out specific muscle groupings that were “under strain after walking upright all day” or encouraging them to talk among themselves and forget she was there, which seemed impossible and bizarre.

			“Here. Watch this.” She kneaded the heels of her hands up Park’s lower back on either side of his spine. Cooper noticed they were unexpectedly large for a person of her height. Strong looking. A masseuse’s hands, maybe. Was that a thing? “Now you.”

			Cooper imitated the movement and felt Park shiver a little beneath him. He searched for a different approach. “What’s all this news about a missing logger?”

			Reggie jerked in place, quickly turning to grab more oil. “Monty’s just trying to cause trouble,” she said. “If I know Lee, he’s probably passed out in his car somewhere.”

			“You know him?”

			Reggie blushed faintly, but it was there. “No, I—I mean, a little. We’d run into each other in town, sometimes.”

			“Hmm. The ranger who was here said he got into a fight with the grounds guy. Is that the same guy who made you the shadow light?”

			“That was just a ridiculous misunderstanding,” she said. “Kreuger thought... It doesn’t matter. He was wrong. Some people just look for any excuse to fight and say it’s because they were looking out for you. But I’ve been looking out for myself for a long time.” She shook her head as if annoyed for speaking. “Let’s work on your adjustments now.” Reggie asked Park to turn over. “When was the last time you shifted?”

			Cooper was surprised by the question, but Park just maneuvered casually to his back, keeping the towel in place and said, “Last night.”

			“Any sticky spots you want to work on today?”

			“No,” Park said quickly. There had been some change in the air from relaxed and gentle to tense, anticipatory. Almost like both she and Park were steeling themselves for something.

			“Have you ever done this before?” she asked Cooper.

			“Done what? A ma-massage?” he stuttered, confused.

			Reggie gave him an odd look: part pity, part disbelief. Park too was looking at him with something reluctant in his gaze. “We don’t need to do this part,” he said.

			“No,” Cooper protested, quickly. “I want to learn.”

			Park bit his lip but nodded at Reggie. “Watch me first and then you can do his other half,” she said, and took hold of Park’s fingers, squeezing them a couple of times before gripping his wrist while her other hand rubbed up his arm to lay flat against his chest.

			Cooper was expecting her to gently stretch the muscle or something when suddenly she yanked on his arm, twisting it at the same time. If it made a sound, Cooper couldn’t hear over the sound of his own surprised yell. Park’s arm was pretty obviously dislocated and...backward. Then Reggie shook it, like shaking dust out of a rug, and it clacked back into place.

			After a while Cooper realized he’d been staring silently for too long and looked up to see Park and Reggie watching him cautiously.

			I don’t want to do that, Cooper thought. I don’t. I just don’t.

			He gently took hold of Park’s other fingers and squeezed them, once, twice. His other hand rubbed up his arm to rest against his chest, just as he’d seen Reggie do. Took a deep breath. Then another.

			Park’s other hand came down gently on his wrist just before he pulled. “I think that’s enough for today. Do you mind if we stop here, Reggie?” he asked without looking away from Cooper.

			“Of course,” she said quickly. “The room is yours for the rest of the hour. Just let me know if you need anything.”

			She bustled out of the room. Cooper barely saw her go. He was staring at his own shaking hand still pressed flat against Park’s chest.

			“I can do this,” he said after Reggie had left the room.

			“I know,” Park said simply. “And I’ll probably ask you to sometime. But not today. Not here, like this.” He let go of Cooper’s wrist. “Just kiss me for a moment,” he requested.

			Cooper bent over and pressed their lips together gently. Then not so gently when Park immediately parted their lips and demanded more. He smelled like the perfumed oils that were both pleasant and irritating because they disrupted his normal scent, and Cooper brushed his hand firmly down his slick chest. He felt him surge upward, kissing him harder, more insistently.

			He didn’t understand why Park wasn’t touching him until he realized that while both their hands were covered in oil, only Cooper was wearing clothes and Park was conscientiously not ruining them.

			Cooper smiled against Park’s mouth—big, considerate dope—and then pulled away, enjoying the small whimper of protest Park made before sighing and relaxing back onto the massage table.

			“Now who’s hungry?” Cooper asked teasingly.

			“Starving,” Park said. “For you, I’m always starving.”

			Cooper ran his hand down Park’s torso and over the towel that was doing a poor job of keeping him decent. He squeezed the growing bulge there and rubbed gently.

			For the second time, Park caught his wrist. “But you promised me we’d eat and then see how you’re feeling first.”

			Cooper opened his mouth.

			“Real food and not whatever obscene pun you’re about to make.”

			“I didn’t realize I was that predictable,” Cooper pouted. “I don’t know how good it can be for our relationship if I can’t surprise you anymore.”

			Park barked laughter. “Cooper, there hasn’t been a single day you’ve haven’t shocked and amazed since the time you started sniffing me, a complete stranger, in the metro. Let’s not worry about becoming boring quite yet.”

			
 
			Lunch was a typically overwhelming affair. Wolves needed to eat a lot to support their shifts, and a buffet supposed to feed nine wolf couples and five staff members was like something out of a medieval feast. Never had the word heaping been so appropriate. The tables sagged with plates of shrimp and grits, barbecue beans, fresh salads, and fried green tomatoes.

			Looking at it all made Cooper’s mouth water, even if his fragile gut couldn’t happily digest many of the options. He gamely loaded up on salad and beans, snuck some hot sauce, and nicked shrimp off Park’s plate. Nearly every one of the guests came up to Cooper to ask how he was feeling after his misadventure yesterday, which was embarrassing but kind and seemed genuine. Only Jimmy didn’t approach him, but often Cooper would sense being watched and catch him looking quickly away.

			Joining Cooper and Park at their table were the two older Black women who had arrived late yesterday, whom Cooper eventually learned were named Yvette and Angela. They had met in school almost forty years ago, had settled down nearby to be closer to Yvette’s large family/pack, and were doing the three-day version of this retreat “more as an excuse to get some alone time than anything else.” Would anyone here just admit they’d come for relationship help? It seemed not.

			Angela was a historian and had heard Andrew was a literature professor, so the three of them immediately got deeply involved in conversation about wolf folklore and how while it differed around the world, some curious themes reappeared again and again. They even talked about the painting Park had pointed out in the lobby yesterday. Apparently Angela and Yvette had recognized the legend being depicted there, too. Something about a little blue wolf who lost his tail to a mountain monster. Or maybe the mountain was the monster? Or maybe the little blue wolf had gotten eaten in the end? Honestly Cooper was having a hard time parsing out the specifics from their rapid, lively discussion.

			“I’m telling you, it’s yet another example of how the species is socialized from birth to reject self-determinism,” Angela had insisted. “We can’t escape it. We don’t try to.”

			“Oh, now look what you’ve started,” Yvette said to Park, who was shaking his head.

			“That’s absolutely fascinating. I’ve always looked at little blue as a cautionary tale of out-group homogeneity,” he said.

			Angela raised an eyebrow. “Wolves with caveats about self-categorization? What clown college did you say you teach at again?”

			They all burst out laughing. Cooper smiled along, gamely. He tried to keep up, but they began referencing so many stories he’d never heard of that more and more he found himself zoning out and watching Park’s face instead, soaking up the genuine excitement and interest there. How happy he seemed. A good deal of Park’s adult life between being a feared enforcer of his family pack and then being conscripted into the Trust, had been spent teaching university. Compared to everything else, it must have been a wonderfully peaceful time, grading season and all.

			Cooper wondered if he missed it. If working as an agent of the Trust lit him up inside the way conversations like this so obviously did. Getting to actually help wolves and investigate crimes while operating outside the inherently problematic system that was the BSI—and even the FBI—was a dream come true for Cooper. Not to mention getting to continue working with the best partner he’d ever had. But had Park joined him in this as just another way to make Cooper happy? To be close enough to protect and support him even while on the job?

			Also joining them at their table was Mutya and her quiet, bespectacled human partner, Christopher. Possibly out of wolf-human couple solidarity, or possibly because she wanted to follow up on her impromptu patient.

			“Are you sure you’ve had no symptoms? Fever? Dizziness? Nausea?” she asked him.

			“A little during the night. But I feel fine now,” Cooper said, and felt Park kick him lightly under the table. “Umm, maybe a little...emotional, but that’s not related...right?”

			“Sounds natural to me. I mean, you might want to talk to Claymont or Joyce about it, but you went through quite a scare. How often do any of us get into serious physical trouble like that?”

			Every four months or so, Cooper thought. “True. Thanks again for looking after me. Um, sorry if I was a bit brusque yesterday. I was pretty embarrassed.” Not really accurate, but as close as Cooper felt he could get without sounding unbalanced.

			Mutya flapped her hand dismissively. “I didn’t notice. Really, they should have a medical doctor on site. Any one of us might have fallen in your position and not been so lucky. It has nothing to do with being human. Unfortunately, they can’t even afford to keep permanent staff as it is. I heard in town there’s new faces working here every few months.”

			“What makes you think the staff leaves because of money problems?” Cooper asked, glancing around the room. Like everywhere he’d seen, it was impeccably decorated with overlarge, handcrafted wooden furniture, colorful rugs and more of the same style paintings he’d seen in the lobby. If they were being forced to skimp on money somewhere, it certainly wasn’t on décor or food. “Looks pretty fancy to me.”

			Mutya gave him a look. “Fancier than they can afford. They’ve already sold about two-thirds of the original property, and there’s a rumor in town they’re under tons of pressure to sell even that.”

			“Pressure from Montclaire Mill?” Cooper asked, recalling the scene yesterday when they’d arrived.

			Mutya shrugged. “Apparently from the way she talks about it in town, it’s already a done deal. Christopher and I almost canceled, but...well. It’s not like couples like us have many options. I’m sure you and Andrew have faced the same.”

			“Mmm,” Cooper agreed vaguely. He looked to the back of the room where Paul Claymont sat eating with Dr. Joyce and Reggie. He had yet to see Vanessa Claymont since yesterday and hadn’t gotten the chance to thank her for saving him. “Why get into this here at all? If it’s such a financial pit?”

			Mutya shrugged. “They love love?” she suggested faux-innocently. “Or it’s the unprecedented access to the inner minds, secrets and sex tapes of all the highly influential wolves that pass through here.” She caught sight of Cooper’s horrified expression and burst into laughter. “I’m joking.”

			“That would be pretty fucked up,” he said weakly. “To violate their—their—” He waved his hand to fill in the blank. He might not know much about therapy, but he sure as hell thought it’d put a crimp in the process if you were afraid your therapist was selling your secrets. Could something like that really be happening here? Suddenly every potted plant in Dr. Joyce’s office looked suspect. All those decorative urns in the spa dressing room. His head spun at the possibility.

			“Well, if that was their plan, they’re going to be pretty disappointed with me. I have no fancy-pants connections to spill dark secrets about. Do you?” She laughed, and after a second, so did Cooper.

			“Do a lot of influential wolves pass through the retreat?” he asked.

			Mutya sipped her coffee and looked at him slyly. “If our own session’s visiting celebrity is anything to go by, I’d say so.”

			Cooper’s throat went dry. “What do you mean?” he mumbled tightly, not looking at Park.

			“Oh, they got in last night for dinner. I forgot you and Andrew went straight back to your cabin after—well, after. Did you know opting out of rafting was an option? They could have been a lot more clear about that,” she muttered darkly.

			“Who got here?” Cooper asked with some impatience. He no longer thought she was going to name the Shepherd, but his arms still tingled with anxiety.

			Mutya nodded behind Cooper. “Just walked in. By the buffet table.”

			As casually as possible, he shifted in his seat and turned around. He didn’t know what he expected a celebrity wolf to look like. Someone in an all-white zoot suit? A blood-red ball gown?

			The two newcomers looked so bland Cooper wasn’t surprised he hadn’t noticed them earlier. Just two more guys in jeans and T-shirts. One was Latino with wavy, chin-length hair dyed white-blond and at odds with his dark, neatly trimmed beard. The other was white, purple-haired and had big, fashionable gold-wire glasses. Both were in their late twenties or so, fairly short and though casually dressed, it was obvious a good deal of thought and money had gone into each piece.

			Around the room, Cooper noticed a few other guests also checking out the two young men, their expressions a range between trepidation and pleasure. At the staff table, Joyce and Reggie were having a hushed, intense sort of conversation while Paul had disappeared entirely. Strange, considering how he’d tripped over himself to greet the last “celebrity” wolf who’d showed up.

			“Who are they?” Cooper murmured.

			“Daniel De Luca is the purple-haired one and second in command to his sister. That’s his mate, Victor Terradas.”

			“Am I supposed to know who his sister is?”

			Mutya chuckled. “Maybe not. But I bet you most people in this room do. Celia De Luca runs the pack with the largest territory around here.”

			Oh, Cooper mouthed. “So they’re a big deal?”

			“Well, they’re not a legendary empire like the Parks or the Nguyen pack, but it’s the closest we get in the Carolinas.”

			Cooper had visibly flinched at the casual name drop and tried to cover by grabbing his coffee. Across the table, Park had obviously heard his name. He looked over at them, distracted from discussing werewolf ghost stories, but Angela beat him to it.

			“Well, well. Look who’s here,” she said, taking in De Luca and Terradas. “Aren’t they a bit young for something like this?”

			“Never too young to work on love and kindness,” her partner Yvette disagreed, nudging Angela’s shoulder.

			Cooper only watched them peripherally. His focus was on Park, who had finally caught on to who they were talking about. As soon as he’d seen De Luca, his eyelids had fluttered. Just a tiny bit, but that was enough for Cooper to read. Alarm. Dismay. Frustration.

			Park slipped out of his seat, giving Cooper a curt head shake and some kind of complicated hand signal. “Excuse me. Wonderful speaking to you, Angela. I’ll see you again in the group session, I hope.”

			“Speaking of scary stories,” Angela joked, winking at Yvette. The table laughed and Terradas glanced over at the sound, but Park was already halfway across the room and quickly out the door.

			“I’m also going to...” Cooper stood, but not quickly enough, it seemed. Even as he backed away from the table, his way was blocked by the approaching celebrity couple.

			“Yvette,” Daniel De Luca said. “What a nice surprise. I wasn’t expecting to see anyone from our neighborhood.”

			“Our world is small,” Yvette said, a typical wolf greeting, and stood to greet him. “I hope your family is keeping well.”

			They exchanged pleasantries while the rest of the table—and room—watched awkwardly and Cooper continued to stand, hovering over everyone like a ghoul. He started to back away as subtly as possible, wondering if he could make it out of the room like this, but Terradas turned to stare at him, his very dark, intense eyes stopping Cooper in his tracks.

			“Hello,” De Luca said. Now he, too, was staring at Cooper. Either he was very tuned in to his partner’s movements, or he hadn’t been quite as caught up in conversation with Yvette as he’d pretended to be. “You look like a lost, lone duckling.” De Luca smiled and winked, taking any sting out of his words. “Where’s your mate?”

			“He’s, um, just stepped out.”

			“The big, tall, handsome guy who just left?” Terradas asked. “Aren’t you the lucky one.”

			“Oh, well,” Cooper said uncomfortably. “He’s a terrible backseat driver, so we all have our burdens to bear.”

			De Luca looked a little bewildered, then started to laugh. “I’m sure he’s very lucky to have you, too, Mr....”

			“This is Kyle. Davis,” Yvette filled in, taking pity on Cooper, clearly awkward in the limelight, then continued to introduce the rest of the table.

			De Luca, seemingly reluctant to be distracted, turned back to Cooper almost as soon as was polite. “And your bad passenger? What’s his name?”

			“Andrew Preston,” Cooper said with casual confidence and waited to be told it most certainly was not.

			“Preston... I don’t know the name,” De Luca said, looking to Terradas, who shook his head. “Small family, I assume?”

			The overwhelming instinct was to agree. They were literally handing him a perfectly reasonable answer. But the best way not to get caught in a lie is not to lie, Cooper reminded himself. “Pretty big, actually. But he grew up way north of here and we live in DC now.”

			For whatever reason this seemed to relax De Luca, and Cooper knew he’d made the right call. “How exciting for the retreat, to have guests willing to travel. Victor and I were just finishing some business nearby and thought we’d make a long weekend of it. Fortunately, they were willing to fit us in last minute.”

			Cooper wondered if they were given a choice. Was this retreat within De Luca’s territory? Did it matter? He desperately needed to talk to Park.

			“Business?” Yvette asked, bless her. “Nothing to worry about, I hope.”

			“No, no. Rebel packs and their yearly grumblings. Would it even be a true summer if dogs didn’t get hot under the collar?” De Luca trailed off, distracted. Standing just outside their little circle was Jimmy. He shifted nervously as the eyes of the group landed on him. “Hello,” De Luca said with less friendliness than he had given Cooper.

			“Dan, right?” Jimmy said, a bit too loudly, reaching forward to shake De Luca’s hand, pumping it a bit too hard. Machismo was alive and well in this corner of the wolf world, apparently.

			“I prefer Daniel,” De Luca said. Beside him, Terradas looked vaguely amused.

			“Right, Daniel, of course. My mate and I just moved outside of Charleston.” He gestured toward, Lisa who was watching from across the room. “Met your friend in the area, Gloria.”

			De Luca smiled. “I adore Gloria.”

			Jimmy, enthused by this, seemed ready to say something else, but De Luca turned back to Cooper. “And how long have you lived in DC?”

			“Oh, um.” Cooper counted quickly in his head even as he noticed Jimmy’s face, angry from yet another dismissal. Specifically, angry at Cooper, center of attention again. “God, almost thirteen years now.” Had it really been so long? He’d moved to DC only because it made the most sense at the time. And now he was looking at buying a house? Was this it? Was this where he’d live for...the foreseeable future?

			Cooper blinked rapidly, refocusing. Midlife crisis later, crime solve now. “But it’s certainly beautiful in the mountains. Cooler, too.”

			“Yes, such a relief to put fur on here,” De Luca said. “It really is a perfect location,” he added almost covetously, and exchanged a speaking look with Terradas. Cooper wondered if the pack with the largest territory around was perhaps looking to expand.

			As any comment about the weather could be relied on to do, everyone in the group felt compelled to describe the specific temperatures they had just experienced at their own hometown, and soon Cooper was able to casually drift out of the circle and start to slip away. Terradas again looked sharply at him, almost as if willing him to stop, but this time Cooper just ignored him. He could hear Jimmy’s loud, eager voice contradicting what he had just said about preferring dry heat when De Luca said the opposite. Cooper silently wished him luck with that.

			Most of the room was making moves as well. Preparing for their next activity of the day or just ready to relax elsewhere. Heading in the direction he’d seen Park go, Cooper exited the dining room and found himself in a dark hall he was pretty sure led back to the lobby. Park had definitely known who De Luca and Terradas were. Did that mean they had recognized him, too? If they had, they’d done an excellent job hiding it. Really, Paul could use a lesson or two.

			Toward the end of the hall a wooden door was partially open, and beyond it Cooper realized he heard voices. They were arguing. He immediately slowed, pulling closer to the wall and inching closer as quietly as possible.

			“...for you. Please don’t do this.” That was a woman’s voice, a slight Southern accent tipping her words.

			“Don’t pretend this was ever about anything but you and your fucked-up obsession. But you’ll never be forgiven. Never.” Likely a man’s voice. Deeper and harder to hear, but that was all Cooper could tell without getting closer. He racked his brain for who had already left breakfast. He risked a step closer, not daring to breathe.

			“It will be better this time,” the woman said.

			“Better for who?” the man spat. “There’s nothing for me here. Not anymore.” That sounded like a couple’s fight, and Cooper felt a pang of guilt. If he was just eavesdropping on someone’s relationship imploding, he’d feel pretty shitty.

			“Just wait. A couple of months and we’ll—” A distant rumble of thunder sounded and the woman paused. “Great. Just perfect. As if this weekend couldn’t get any worse.”

			Another prolonged murmur of thunder reached the hall. Cooper didn’t breathe. They were too quiet. Any moment one or both of them were going to burst through that door. He needed to back the hell up. Now. But to do so while they listened to the approaching storm seemed the height of foolishness. So he stood there. Tensed. Ready.

			The sound of the man’s voice still within the room nearly made Cooper jump. “What about Llcaj?” This was his chance to retreat, but the logger’s name froze him in his tracks.

			“What about him?”

			The man laughed. “Right. Of course. If we pretend there isn’t a problem, the problem will go away.”

			“I didn’t say—What was that?”

			The distant shouted laughter of someone back in the dining room had caught their attention. Cooper tipped his head back and watched the door. Another rumble of thunder began—this one short, too short—and he backed up the hallway as quickly as he could. He was halfway back to the dining room when the ajar door yanked open and Vanessa appeared.

			“Oh!” Cooper said, not needing to fake his surprise.

			Her silver hair fell oddly helmet-like around her round face, almost like a pioneer woman’s. He could see the bun had loosened and sunk to the back of her neck. She looked confused to see him there and a little suspicious.

			“What are you doing back here?” Her eyes darted over his shoulder as if looking for potential conspirators even as she moved to block the door behind her. This was definitely the woman he’d heard, though he hadn’t recognized her before, because the Southern tilt in her words was far less noticeable now.

			“I was looking for you, actually,” Cooper said, walking confidently toward her, hoping to catch a glimpse of whomever she’d been arguing with through the now open door. As he approached, Vanessa took a few quick, stumbling steps backward, like she was alarmed by his nearness, and Cooper stopped immediately. He backed up, giving her room. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			“Not at all,” she said smoothly. But didn’t move out of the doorway, or suggest they go somewhere with, you know, light. Of course, he was the only one squinting. Sometimes it was hard to differentiate between suspicious cues and plain, natural behavior of wolves.

			“I—I wanted to thank you. For yesterday. I understand you pulled me out of the river.”

			Her expression relaxed slightly, but she stayed blocking the doorway. “Oh. Of course. I’m sorry you’ve had such a rough start to the weekend.”

			“Would have been a lot rougher without your quick thinking. And strong swimming,” Cooper said honestly.

			“I’ve spent a lot of time on the river,” she replied, neither accepting nor denying the compliment.

			Thunder rumbled again and they both listened in silence.

			“It’s getting closer,” Cooper said, and Vanessa shook her head in disagreement.

			“It sounds loud now, but it won’t actually reach us for hours yet. I just got word the hurricane took an unexpected turn. It’s hitting a bit south of here tonight, down the coast.”

			“Hurricane?” Cooper said, alarmed.

			“Not a very big one. But I’m afraid even this far away we’re in for a nasty night of weather.” She glanced over her shoulder at the partially closed door. “My office is through here. Come have a peek at the view.”

			She led him through the door and Cooper stopped in his tracks, struck by the sight. One wall was made entirely of windows overlooking the lake. The falls dominated the scene, framed like some kind of eighteenth-century art: the Romantic sublime. The incoming storm hung over the sky, and wind had whipped the water until it was swollen and white. For an unsettling moment, Cooper was filled with the sense of his own insignificance, his own brief and small life and how much of the world would always be beyond his reach.

			“It’s...wow,” he said, which felt like a shameful understatement. Tearing his eyes away from the window, he noted the room was slightly larger, but decorated similarly to Joyce’s. Bookshelves, love seat, chair, desk and plants. What had seemed tasteful and relaxing now looked laughably small and artificial, sharing the same visual field as the falls. What he didn’t see was another person. Or any obvious way out.

			“I don’t know how you get any work done,” Cooper said, scanning the room for perhaps another subtly painted door. “I’d probably just watch this all day.”

			Beside him Vanessa smiled faintly, still staring outside, a deep, tender sadness in her eyes. “You should see it in the springtime. The water gets so angry you can’t even see the rocks. But it’s nearly as good in a storm.”

			“You sound like you’ve really fallen in love with this area.”

			“It’s complicated.”

			“Like most love, then.”

			Vanessa laughed, her expression softening a bit. “I grew up here you know. But I—well, I left when I was sixteen. Only came back a couple years ago when Paul and I started the retreat. Twenty, thirty years, it doesn’t matter to these mountains. It’s strange how little a place changes,” she added softly, staring at the falls. “How coming home can make you feel like that same, small child again.” She tucked her wispy, fallen hair behind her ears and Cooper inhaled sharply at the vivid, dark bruise on her upper jaw.

			“Did I—” he said, horrified. “I’m so sorry.”

			She shook her hair back to cover it. “An accident. Please don’t worry about it.”

			“But I hurt you,” Cooper protested. He felt unsettled and sick.

			“I hurt you, too,” she said with a significant look down at his leg. “Do you blame me for that?”

			“No,” Cooper said. “But you did that to save me. I just...” He trailed off.

			“You weren’t yourself,” Vanessa said—too generously, in Cooper’s opinion. He did not want excuses to be made. She hesitated, then said gently, “I’m not unfamiliar with what a flashback looks like, Kyle. Do you want to talk about it?”

			“What make you think—” Cooper looked down and away, suddenly unable to meet her gaze. Frustratingly sympathetic. “How did you know about that? Did I...say something? In the river? Or after?”

			“No, not that I could hear,” she said. “But I wasn’t always a couple’s therapist. I spent the early part of my career focusing on PTSD and trauma recovery.”

			Cooper laughed, startled. “I don’t have PTSD. I mean, not that there’s anything wrong with that, but I don’t.”

			Vanessa tilted her head, observing him. “Can I ask why you say that?”

			“I’m not...” Cooper hit a complete dead end. It wasn’t that he’d never heard of PTSD before. He wasn’t even someone who thought only people who lived through war or sexual assault survivors could experience it. He knew it could result from a myriad of traumas. He’d never thought it was something to be ashamed of, wholeheartedly supported anyone who got help for it, and had not once seriously associated the diagnosis with himself.

			Why the hell not? Why hadn’t the possibility he might have PTSD ever even crossed his mind? Now that he was asked so directly, he honestly couldn’t say.

			“I’ve always had anxiety,” he said at last. “Sometimes it’s just worse, that’s all.”

			“Does it get worse more often than it used to?” Vanessa prompted, leaning against her desk. “Maybe particularly in certain situations?”

			Cooper didn’t respond. He didn’t need to.

			“How about I list a few common symptoms and you tell me if any of them feel at all familiar?” she said. “Only if you’re comfortable with that.”

			Cooper moved to cross his arms, and realized they already were crossed. Around his gut. Tight. He forced his hands behind his back and nodded. “Okay. Why not.”

			“An increase in jumpiness, feeling like you have to stay watchful, irritability, difficulty concentrating, emotional numbness, detachment or isolation from others, nightmares, flashbacks, strong physical sensations when you think about the trauma.” She waited.

			“I don’t have nightmares,” Cooper said eventually, voice barely more than a whisper.

			Frustratingly, Vanessa remained quiet. He wanted her to yell at him, to laugh at him. To tell him what an idiot he was. But she said nothing. Just plucked a tissue from the box on her desk and handed it to him.

			Cooper stared at it, uncomprehendingly. Was this some kind of metaphor? Was he supposed to wave the tiny white flag of surrender and be healed?

			But Vanessa touched the corner of her own eye delicately, and when Cooper reached up to mimic her, found his cheeks were wet. He twitched, surprised and embarrassed. He had absolutely no memory of starting to cry. Hadn’t felt it at all.

			“Sorry,” Cooper mumbled, wiping his face.

			“You have nothing to apologize for.”

			“I swear I’m not usually this—” He waved his hand, frustrated. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Well. I guess I do now, but—” Cooper froze, the bottom dropping out of his stomach once more, hopefully for the last time. “Um, I’ve been feeling really off since yesterday. Kind of...erratic, I guess? I thought it was, uh, something else.”

			“It’s not uncommon to feel emotionally fragile or like you’re overloaded on emotions after a dissociative episode,” Vanessa said.

			Cooper sat abruptly on the love seat and dragged his hands through his hair. There were too many new words. Not new-new. But newly belonging to him. He couldn’t believe he’d thought he’d been changed by a werewolf bite.

			He groaned into his hands. He’d never felt so small and humiliated and...weirdly energetic. Wired and buzzing.

			“Can I ask what you’re feeling right now?” Vanessa asked.

			Not sure he wanted to put any of that mess into words, Cooper went with a tertiary emotion. “Ignorant. Ignorant about my own insides, which is worse for some reason.” He hesitated. He had to maintain cover, but he also wanted to know. “I saw a therapist once. After I was, um, attacked. I don’t remember him saying anything about this.”

			“I can’t speak for them. But maybe you weren’t in the right place to hear it,” Vanessa offered. “Sometimes we need the distance. The space to study something clinically before accepting it for ourselves.”

			Considering he was in the middle of a missing persons investigation and his therapist was a main suspect he wasn’t sure he was in the right place to hear it now. “You said you worked with...stuff like this before? What made you move to couples counseling?”

			Vanessa glanced at the falls. A particularly strong bout of wind was flinging its surrounding mists far and wide. “My father passed away and I inherited this place. It seemed like a sign.”

			“Oh,” Cooper said surprised. “So when you said you grew up here, you meant here-here.”

			She laughed. “Yes, though it wasn’t a retreat then. We may pay top dollar for rural now, but back then it was...well. When I left at sixteen, I never once expected to be back. Never mind doing this.” She gestured around.

			She shook her head, and he could feel the fragile thread of connection between them thin. He felt oddly desperate not to let the conversation end. To not be alone with his own thoughts.

			“Dr. Joyce said you worked together. I thought that meant as couples counselors, but did he work with trauma recovery, too?”

			Vanessa looked surprised. “Did he say that? Yes, I suppose we were colleagues eventually. Though I’ll always think of him as my professor.”

			“And now you get to work together again?”

			“We have very similar beliefs about what makes a healthy pack dynamic. When I decided to open this place I knew—I knew there wasn’t anyone else I trusted and respected more.”

			“Was—”

			The lights flickered off. The air itself seemed to sigh, long and low, as every machine in the building slowed to a complete stop—dying as one.

			“Wonderful.” Vanessa sighed. The enormous window still let in plenty of the gray natural light. It made her look much younger, softer somehow, in the gentle blur of shadows.

			“It’s not even raining yet,” Cooper said, surprised.

			“Wind must have brought down a tree. It happens. A lot. But the generators should be kicking in...”

			The lodge remained eerily quiet. You never realize quite how much ambient sound you’re living in until a power outage, Cooper thought.

			Vanessa straightened, frowning. “I hate to do this, but I should really check up on what’s going on. Would you mind if we finished our conversation another time?”

			Cooper hastily stood. “Of course, that’s fine. This isn’t even a session, for god’s sake.”

			He got himself together and noted how her eyes darted to a cabinet across the room before crossing the room to open the office door, flicking the inside lock to prevent reentry. When she looked over at him, he pretended to have been busy wiping his eyes again and not seen.

			Cooper followed her and took over holding the door. “Ladies who make me cry first,” he insisted in a joking tone, leaving her with little choice but to walk out in front of him. Not his usual style at all, but as soon as her back was to him, Cooper’s hand slid down the edge of the door edge and flicked the lock back into open position, coughing to cover the click. He closed the office door behind them both.

			“I really do want to continue our conversation,” Vanessa said. “I can recommend some resources for you in your area.”

			“Thank you,” Cooper said honestly. “But I’d better track down Andrew now.”

			Vanessa hesitated, then put a light hand on his arm. Cooper felt a wave of something unexpected. He felt...drawn to her in a way he might have once assumed was sexual attraction in his youth. Now, more in touch with the nuances of desire, he wasn’t sure what it was. A calming, sweet pleasure to be near her. To feel trusted by her. Attachment because she’d saved him from the river? Some misplaced affection resulting from his current emotional rawness?

			“This is a good thing,” she said. “But don’t feel obligated to explain yourself. Not even to your mate.”

			“I guess that’s the PTSD doctor talking and not the couple’s therapist.”

			Vanessa smiled oddly, an unexpected hardness in her gaze. “A real partnership doesn’t exist without the individual. Don’t ever sacrifice yourself for anyone.”

			Cooper blinked but nodded, and they said goodbye. He walked in the opposite direction of her for a couple minutes, then turned back around to the office.

			The door opened easily and he closed it behind him as softly as possible. The file cabinet she’d looked at before leaving was his first stop. That was locked. He tried the desk next. Open, but useless. The only thing of interest was a prescription pad in Vanessa’s name: Dr. Claymont.

			Cooper searched under ledges, in the glass bowls decorating the surfaces and all over the bookshelf, but couldn’t find a key for the cabinet. The silence of the electricity-free lodge felt tense and watchful. He kept expecting to pull a book out of its spot and find a face watching him.

			But maybe that was his hypervigilance and increased jumpiness talking. Cooper scowled. He couldn’t think about that now. It was...too large. Too heavy. He needed the comfort of focusing on the job and the job alone.

			While Cooper ran his hands over the tops of books, searching, he brushed over the stiff edge of something sticking up slightly between the pages. He pulled the book out, The Mindful Child, and flipped it open to the bookmarked page. It appeared to be nothing more than a passage on forgiveness, but the bookmark itself was interesting. A photograph.

			Cooper recognized Vanessa easily enough, though she couldn’t have been older than fourteen or fifteen. Behind her was an adult man with a stern face, eighties-style mustache and large glasses that caught the glare, hiding his eyes. One of the man’s hands was on Vanessa’s shoulder, the other held the hand of a small child standing beside him. Cooper wasn’t great at distinguishing kids’ ages, but he seemed to be a boy between the ages of three and six. The child grinned at the camera, the only happy one in the photograph. The three of them stood in front of a pretty white house, mostly shadowed by trees.

			On the back someone had handwritten one word. Unforgivable.

			Well, that wasn’t the creepiest borderline cursed thing he’d ever seen or anything.

			Cooper reached for his phone to take a quick picture when a heavy thud sounded from behind the bookcase. He tossed the picture back in the book and replaced it on the shelf, backing away, heart pounding. He managed to shove his cell deep into the loveseat cushions just as the bookcase itself swung open. Nielsen stepped through.

			“This is interesting,” Nielsen said after a moment. He seemed amused, but his eyes were dark, cold, furious.

			“I lost my phone,” Cooper said. “I thought it might have fallen out somewhere when I was talking to Dr. Claymont. Nice secret passage. Narnia’s keeping well, I assume.”

			“Dramatic little thing, doing what you do best,” Nielsen said lazily. “Zero for two, though, I’m afraid. Vanessa had me build the bookshelf onto the door rather than disturb her perfect view.”

			“Chef, landscaper, carpenter. No danger of you becoming superfluous,” Cooper said lightly.

			Nielsen leaned against Vanessa’s desk, nearly in the same place she’d been in only fifteen minutes before, though his pose was much different. Hands behind his back, legs spread. “I’m a man of many talents,” he said.

			Cooper shifted, looking away. “I should find my phone.”

			“Of course,” Nielsen said. There was a slight mocking edge to his tone. “Where have you looked?” He looked pointedly around the office. “Maybe it’s in here,” Nielsen opened one of Vanessa’s desk drawers.

			“What are you trying to say?” Cooper said coolly.

			Nielsen shrugged. “Just trying to be helpful. You know, most of the wolf couples who come through here aren’t so different from human couples.”

			“I never thought they were,” Cooper said stiffly.

			“Really? ’Cause they certainly think so.” Nielsen stood and walked slowly around the room, dragging a finger over the shelves. “They come here thinking all their problems can be distilled down to a question of dominance. Everything will be fine, if they find the right balance of alpha to follower. If they get the right AQs. If everyone just knows their place, then they’ll make the perfect pack,” Nielsen said, enunciating those last two Ps viciously.

			“But that’s not what you think?”

			“Just a lot of bullshit masking the same issues everyone else has. Trust. Do you trust me not to hurt you? Do you trust me to make a decision for my life? Check under the couch.”

			It was such an abrupt change in topic, Cooper didn’t even comprehend what Nielsen had said at first. “What?”

			“Check under the couch. For your...phone.”

			Cooper eyed him, then carefully knelt, keeping Nielsen in his peripheral as long as possible. Bending over, he looked quickly for the phone he knew wouldn’t be there.

			“Nope,” Cooper said, straightening quickly.

			“Try again,” Nielsen said. “On the bottom. Like this.” He gestured rubbing his hand around, palm up.

			Cooper refused to look away from Nielsen this time, defense on high alert, as he felt up the underside of the couch. Toward the very center he brushed across a small key taped to the felt.

			“Ring, ring,” Nielsen said, holding his fingers in the shape of a phone to his own ear. “It’s for you.”

			“What is it?” Cooper asked, unamused.

			“Your chance to check if you can trust Andrew,” Nielsen said. He nodded at the file cabinet. “All the guests’ AQs. Past, current, yours, his.” He walked slowly toward Cooper, where he knelt by the love seat. “Isn’t that what you’re in here for?”

			“It’s not my business.” Cooper stood hurriedly, not wanting to be kneeling at Nielsen’s feet. Unfortunately, that just positioned them standing very close, with no room to back up or he’d fall over the couch. “I thought you said it was all bullshit anyway.”

			“Just because something’s a delusion doesn’t mean it doesn’t affect us in real ways.”

			“Another tidbit you’ve picked up working here?” Cooper asked.

			“More like a family motto.”

			Behind them the door to the office opened abruptly, and Paul Claymont strode in. His eyes widened when he saw Cooper and Nielsen standing inches apart in the middle of his wife’s private office. The fact that neither of them should have been in there didn’t seem to be his number one concern, though.

			“Get away from him,” Paul said harshly, grabbing Nielsen’s arm and yanking him away from Cooper. “Are you insane? He’ll smell you on him.”

			“We weren’t—” Cooper started. “I just dropped my phone in here somewhere.”

			Nielsen’s eyes were alight with curiosity, darting between Paul and Cooper. “Why so worried, Paulie?”

			Paul was pale and sweating again. “I’m not. I mean, I am. Ranger Beck is here again. He’s downstairs taking a look at why the generator’s not going.” He gave Nielsen an irritated look. “Like you should be doing. Where the hell have you been? Vee’s frantic.”

			“Helping our guest look for his phone,” Nielsen said in a mocking sort of way.

			Paul sniffed harshly a few times, then plunged his hand into the couch cushions and pulled Cooper’s phone out with the efficiency of an eagle plucking a fish from dark water. “There you are. Now you can rejoin your mate.” It wasn’t quite an order, but there was an unspoken but obvious please god, just go attached.

			Nielsen, on the other hand, looked irritated that Cooper had been telling the truth. Apparently. He snapped at Paul, “What are you doing up here if Beck is poking around downstairs?”

			“He’s asking for Kreuger’s forwarding address,” Paul said miserably. “Again. God, what a mess. And of course it had to be this weekend when—” He glanced guiltily at Cooper and quickly continued, “When De Luca’s here, I mean.”

			“De Luca’s here?” Nielsen said sharply. “The De Luca?”

			“The brother. Daniel.”

			“Why?” Nielsen demanded.

			“For the same reasons as anyone else, I’m sure,” Paul said, not looking at Nielsen. He reached into his pocket. He pulled out a key that he quickly fitted into the file cabinet, opening it. For confidential files, they certainly seemed readily accessible to a ton of people. “Where the hell is his file? Why would—”

			He didn’t get to finish the question. A scream split the air. It came through the vents, below their feet.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Of all the possibilities Cooper had prepared himself for when rushing after Nielsen and Paul through the locker room and down the dark steps to the basement, Park being shoved up against the wall aggressively by Ranger Beck was not one of them.

			“Get off of him,” Cooper said immediately, striding toward them. Single-minded fury burned across his skin like wildfire. He had almost reached them when a hand grabbed his arm and tugged him back.

			“Wait,” Nielsen’s voice hissed into his ear. “Just wait.”

			“...stay out of this. I’ll handle it. Is that clear?” Beck was saying, keeping a tight grip to Park’s sleeve, near his shoulder.

			Park wasn’t even looking at him. He was staring intently over Beck’s shoulder. Across the dark room, Reggie was doubled over, Dr. Joyce at her side, murmuring something in a calming tone. Even from where Cooper stood, he could see Reggie was trembling. Her back was bent oddly and she seemed to be having a hard time getting her legs under her well enough to stay upright.

			Clack.

			Cooper almost thought he’d imagined it. But no, there it was again. The distinct, flat sound of rock bumping rock.

			“She’s losing it,” Nielsen murmured. There was a hint of excited fascination in his voice.

			Clack.

			“For fuck’s sake,” Paul said hurrying in front of Reggie and Joyce, a vain attempt to block Beck’s view. “What is going on here?”

			“Mr. Claymont, could you please inform your guest here that he’s interfering with a crime scene?”

			“Crime scene?” Paul choked.

			“Figured out why your generators weren’t working.” Beck held up a largish clear plastic bag. An evidence bag. Inside Cooper could make out some neon-green fabric. The same neon green Monty had been wearing yesterday. Except this one was torn up and eighty percent stained with rusty, brown blood. “Found this shoved in the cooling system. That’s a Montclaire Mill shirt. What do you want to bet it’s Lee Llcaj’s? Double or nothing it’s Llcaj’s blood, too.”

			Another shuddering gasp sound came from Reggie and another clack echoed through the room.

			“What the hell is that sound?” Beck muttered, looking around.

			“Pipes, maybe,” Park said, voice blank. “She’s obviously upset. Dr. Joyce, take Reggie outside for some fresh air.”

			“No, no one’s going anywhere,” Beck demanded. “There you go playing policeman again. I don’t know what you people are trying to hide, but keep in mind that concealing a crime is also a crime.”

			Park’s attention slid coolly to Beck, and Cooper saw the man take an instinctual, hasty step back at the look in Park’s eyes. Not angry or frightened as one might expect from someone being manhandled, but devastatingly unbothered. Like a tiger just now noticing a twittering bird pecking at it. “What exactly do you think we’re hiding?”

			All four wolves had gone eerily still and watchful. Even Reggie was frozen in her bent-over position. Looking up through her lashes, shoulders hunched like this, Cooper could clearly imagine what she’d look like in fur.

			“I—” Beck was clearly unnerved by the utter lack of emotion and the different, strange tension in the air. Some subconscious instinct had him looking over at Nielsen and Cooper, but there was no help coming from that end. Even Nielsen was unusually reserved, the hand that had been gripping Cooper suddenly slack. Like he’d been surprised by something.

			Beck took another couple of steps away from Park, releasing his arm entirely and some of the tension in the room eased. “Well, I think you’re hiding the whereabouts of Thomas Kreuger, to start with,” he said, brazenness returning now that he was a fair distance away. He turned to Paul. “You and your wife have refused to cooperate when I was only looking to ask Kreuger some questions. Now that it seems he’s guilty of murder, I haven’t any choice but to make this official.”

			“Kreuger wouldn’t hurt Lee,” Reggie insisted shakily, head down, still hiding most of her face. “He wasn’t like that.”

			“I understand you want to think the best of your friend, miss,” Beck said, and it sounded more patronizing than gentle. “But I have multiple witnesses who saw Mr. Kreuger and Mr. Llcaj fighting. I also have an account that you and Mr. Llcaj got into a very public argument the week prior.”

			Surprisingly, Dr. Joyce spoke up. “I’m sure those same witnesses will also tell you that Llcaj was the one who attacked Kreuger.” He didn’t say anything about Reggie.

			“Well, it certainly looks like he got his revenge,” Beck said, waving the bag at them.

			Reggie’s whole body seemed to shudder, making a stifled, hurt sound.

			Park took a step toward Beck, distracting him and forcing his gaze away from her. “The problem is, I was just down here a couple hours ago, and there was no shirt then.”

			Beck’s eyes narrowed in on Park. “How would you know? You examined the generator?”

			“Yes,” Park lied. “I’m thinking of buying something similar.”

			“What were you doing down here a couple hours ago?”

			Park smiled cheerfully and leaned into his face. “Necking,” he enunciated slowly.

			Beck jerked back and then scowled as if annoyed at himself for reacting. “A fancy sex retreat like this and you expect me to believe you’re getting off in the boiler room and inspecting generators?” he snapped. “Give me a break.”

			Cooper cleared his throat, interrupting Beck’s outrage. “I was here, too. There was no shirt.”

			“And you are?” Beck asked.

			“I’m with him,” Cooper said soundly.

			Park’s expression turned decidedly pleased. A little out of place considering the circumstances. Cooper wondered if he didn’t claim Park often enough in public. Wondered if that was something Park liked.

			“The point is,” Cooper continued. “Unless you’re suggesting Kreuger snuck onto the property to hide incriminating evidence in his own office, I think we need to consider the possibility that he’s being framed.”

			“Monty,” Paul said immediately. “Of course it is. How convenient. How dramatic. A bloody shirt. Should we look around for muddy footprints, too? Secret compartments? Perhaps a name scratched into the floorboards? Or is that too tacky, even for her?”

			“Murder isn’t a joke, Mr. Claymont,” Beck said.

			“Save your sanctimony for Montclaire, officer,” Paul spat. “She’d do whatever it takes to ruin us. You like bets, hmm? I bet you anything you want she’s paid Llcaj, who has done nothing but harass my staff, to lay low so she can play ‘plant the clue’ all over the retreat and scare the guests away. If you’re so eager for answers, I suggest you take a hard look at her.”

			It was the most aggressive Paul had ever sounded. Though to be fair, Cooper had only really seen him pandering to Park or even Cooper himself. Seeing this glimpse of another side of him was...odd. It threw into the spotlight just how not himself Paul had been behaving.

			“I would be careful about throwing accusations of sabotage around, Mr. Claymont,” Beck said in that mock-friendly voice of his. “Not when Ms. Montclaire has provided irrefutable evidence of trespassing on her own business as well as several missing journals.”

			“We sold Monty that land. Why on earth would I be sneaking around it stealing her diary like an eighth grader?”

			“Well, something certainly is,” Beck said mildly. Cooper squinted at the odd phrasing of that, but Beck was still talking. “Thomas Kreuger’s contact information?”

			“I—I can’t find it,” Paul said, with significantly less steam. “His employee file seems to have been...misplaced.”

			“Of course it has,” Beck said. “This is how it’s going to go. I’m taking this evidence back to the station to be analyzed. When it comes back as Llcaj’s blood, I’m going to get a warrant and gather some of my guys together to come back here and search the full property.” He raised his hand against the anticipated protest. “But first, I’m going to drive up to the mill. So if there’s anything you want to say before I take Montclaire’s full statement, now is the time.”

			Paul laughed bitterly. “Would it matter? Or has she got you so wrapped around her finger you’ll be here at her bidding no matter what?”

			“Paul,” Dr. Joyce said, sounding upset, but Paul didn’t look at him.

			After a long moment of tense silence, Beck finally spoke. “I’m sure you’ve heard the hurricane warning coming down the coast. We’re expected to get hit by the outer bands late tonight or tomorrow morning.” He looked at Park and Cooper. “If anyone wants to make it off this mountain before Sunday, I suggest you start packing now.”

			He tucked the evidence bag under his uniform rain jacket and left the room through the door to the outside. The open door caught on the wind and strained at its hinges long after he’d disappeared.

			There was silence in the room, then, “I need to get out of this,” Reggie snarled.

			She was tugging at her shirt as she said it, but Cooper didn’t think she was talking about clothes. She had straightened a bit and now that he could see her face he realized she hadn’t been shaking with fear or sadness at all. She was furious.

			“Wait,” Joyce said, holding a hand to her arm. “Beck might still be—”

			But Reggie ripped out of his grip with a warning growl. “Leave me alone. All of you just leave me alone.” She stalked outside, kicking her shoes off as she went.

			“Bradley, if she tries to go back to the mill...” Paul said.

			“I know,” Joyce said hastily and followed her.

			Cooper caught Park’s eye and at his nod slipped out after them. In the time it took Cooper to walk across the boiler room and out the door, Reggie had disappeared, and Joyce was standing in the grass, gathering up the pile of her clothes at his feet. Cooper grabbed a sock he saw, still warm, and moved to stand by Joyce, holding it out to him.

			Joyce took it with a strained smile. “Thank you.”

			“Is she okay?”

			Joyce pulled absently at his beard in a nervous, self-soothing sort of way. “I’m afraid Reggie is having the hardest time with all of this. She and Kreuger knew each other before coming to work here. They were quite close, but had a falling out just before Kreuger took off. We all thought that’s why he left.”

			Cooper kept his expression impassive. Reggie had given him the impression that she didn’t like Kreuger much and that he was always trying to hang around her. She certainly hadn’t mentioned anything about them having history. “What kind of falling out?”

			“Oh.” Joyce looked guiltily back at the lodge and lowered his voice. “The missing young man. He and Kreuger didn’t get along, and I believe Reggie took Llcaj’s side.”

			“Do you think Kreuger killed him?”

			Joyce shook his head emphatically. “No, surely not. I mean, that would be terrible. No one here would do something like that. Paul is right, Monty is just playing some sort of game. You said yourself that shirt wasn’t there before, and Nielsen may not have our scenting ability, but I still believe he would have noticed something amiss this morning when he was checking that the generators were ready for the storm.”

			Cooper nodded, but internally his head was spinning. Had Nielsen been the one who had spied on him and Park? What if he’d come back later, after they’d gone upstairs. He could even have been the one to plant it himself. But to what end?

			Joyce looked over his shoulder suddenly at the door to the boiler room. “Vanessa’s just come down.” Cooper just had a moment to wonder what had taken her so long—hadn’t she left her office claiming she was going to the check on the generators before?—when Joyce put his hand on Cooper’s arm, interrupting his thoughts. “Please don’t mention what I told you about Reggie to Vanessa. She...would be quite angry.”

			Startled, Cooper glanced in the same direction as Joyce. “Why?” He had a hard time imagining Vanessa angry. But then he would have had a hard time imagining Paul as anything but a spineless amoeba man until a few minutes ago.

			Joyce looked uncomfortable and lowered his voice even further. “She...forbade Reggie from spending time with Llcaj. There were some rumors and—well, she’s very protective. For good reason,” he added hastily. “Reggie hasn’t had the easiest life and some of her choices can be, ah, childish.”

			“But she is an adult. Isn’t she?” Cooper asked tightly, a little put off by Joyce’s tone.

			Joyce let go of Cooper’s arm and held up his hands apologetically. “Of course. I didn’t mean she can’t make her own decisions.” He hesitated. “But Vanessa lost her family quite young, herself. I think she sees Reggie as almost a daughter.”

			Joyce caught Cooper’s look of vague disapproval and sighed, a resigned sort of sound. “I know as a human it doesn’t look like the healthiest response. But this is the curse of our species I’m afraid. This need for making families and packs wherever we are. This terror of losing them. It drives us all a little over the line sometimes.”

			
 
			“Well, if someone’s trying to push Paul Claymont to his breaking point, they’re certainly doing a good job,” Park said.

			He and Cooper had been assigned to the Communication and Trust workshop along with four other couples, and were seated in uncomfortable plastic chairs facing each other with their knees touching in a large windowed room overlooking the falls. Behind Park, Cooper could watch it raging ceaselessly into the lake whose previously calm, black surface was now rolling and white-ridged in the restless wind. The generator had yet to kick on, and around the room Vanessa had set up fifty or so candles. If nothing else, the retreat stayed on track keeping its cult-ritual chic vibe.

			“Reggie wasn’t doing so hot herself. Whatever type of triangle that was happening between her, Kreuger and Llcaj, something about seeing that shirt enraged her,” Cooper added, keeping his voice down. Vanessa was walking around the room, listening in on the couples’ working through the exercise sheets and occasionally interjecting and not showing any sign of concern.

			Paul may have spent a good ten minutes collapsed in Kreuger’s chair chanting “It’s over” after the ranger had left, but thus far, Vanessa was showing a scrappy sort of determination Cooper couldn’t help being impressed by.

			“Let that bastard get a warrant,” she’d been saying when Cooper and Joyce had returned to the boiler room. “What will he find, animal prints? In the woods? After this storm? The only thing we have to hide is our nature.”

			“But Vee,” Paul had said. “Maybe we should consider asking for help—”

			“No, the less people who know, the better. Please...” She’d turned to Park and Cooper. “I’m so sorry you were dragged into this, but I’d be appreciative if you kept what you heard here to yourselves. Just for now of course,” she’d added, voice gentle, slightly imploring.

			“Of course,” Cooper had agreed immediately. “What’s to say?”

			Which was how they found themselves seated with half the retreat’s blissfully clueless guests, scattered about the room for privacy’s sake and seated in similar positions to Cooper and Park. On all of their laps were papers with lists of questions they were supposed to be asking each other to “stimulate honest and open conversation.” Some of them seemed silly. Favorite ice cream. First crush. Favorite song. Cooper supposed those were the warm-up pitches. Though he’d have to be pretty warm indeed to discuss First memory of loneliness. Have some middle ground, for fuck’s sake. Fortunately, the only truths he and Park were pursuing at the moment were in regards to the case.

			“It’s certainly interesting timing,” Park mused. “The retreat coming under threat of attention from unaware authorities. De Luca just upstairs, an unexpected guest for the weekend.”

			“What do you mean?” Cooper asked.

			“That’s the biggest appeal of following a ruling pack like De Luca. That’s where we get our power from. They have the money and connections to make problems like this go away. Human cops who get too nosy, et cetera. If you want their protection from something like this, you follow their rule, and your territory becomes their territory.”

			Cooper blinked. Between his revelatory impromptu session with Vanessa and the tense confrontation in the basement, he had clean forgotten about the retreat’s celebrity couple. Had lunch really been less than an hour ago? It was barely two o’clock, but the gray skies outside and candlelight in here gave the room an ambiguous, timeless feeling. Like they were all trapped in some cursed, unchanging afternoon. “Right. De Luca. Is that going to be a problem?”

			Park shook his head. “There’s no reason either of them would recognize my face. But I called Eli just in case. It seemed like too big a coincidence for them to just show up like that. I needed more information. There’s a good service spot right outside Kreuger’s office, by the way. Gave me front row seats to Beck pulling out that shirt, too.” He grimaced. “If you had seen his face... I’d almost wonder if he hadn’t planted the damn thing himself.”

			Cooper considered that. There had definitely been a smugness and underlying aggression to Beck that might have been his usual unpleasant personality or something darker. It was worth keeping in mind. “Why call Eli, though? Why would he know anything about it?”

			Park smiled wryly. “He has a talent for...keeping in the loop. Every loop. But as far as he could tell, no one from the De Luca pack knows I’m here. Officially, De Luca and Terradas were just nearby dealing with rebel packs.”

			“That’s what they said at lunch,” Cooper confirmed.

			“Unofficially,” Park continued, lowering his voice, “Eli’s source says Celia De Luca has been itching to get her hands on this property for a long time. One way or another.”

			Cooper absorbed that. “Which is why you think the timing’s a little too convenient. That now the Claymonts will need to join De Luca’s pack to avoid whatever trouble Beck is going to bring down on them.”

			“I don’t think they’ve reached the need stage,” Park said. “But Paul certainly seemed ready to float the possibility. And we both know someone planted that shirt.”

			“Popular spot,” Cooper mused. “Everyone wants a piece of it.”

			“You think Paul is right and Montclaire is the saboteur?”

			Cooper considered that. “Maybe. I don’t know. Montclaire or De Luca, either one doesn’t explain where the bloody shirt came from in the first place, what happened to Llcaj or where the hell Kreuger is.”

			“True,” Park began, then tapped his finger against his knee twice—their signal for listeners.

			Cooper jumped into the first innocuous looking question he saw on the list. “If you could be anywhere in the world right now, where would it be?” In his peripheral vision he saw Vanessa approach and pause, hovering just a couple feet away, passively supervising.

			Park considered the question, then smiled a slow, secretive smile. “Greece. That cliff you mentioned yesterday sounded nice.”

			Cooper snorted. “I’ll let my secret lover know you’ve taken the bait. Operation Postman Always Rings Twice is a go.” Vanessa still watched. “Okay, your turn.”

			“Um.” Park looked down at his list. “What’s your biggest fear?”

			Cooper stared at him, mouth ajar.

			“What? What’s wrong?”

			“You’re kidding. I gave you the easiest possible game show question and you hit me back with what’s your biggest fear?”

			Park shifted in his seat. “Right. I’ll pick another one.”

			Vanessa stepped forward. “Can we back up a moment, please? Kyle, you don’t have to answer what your fear is if you don’t want to. But I would like you to talk about why you got so angry right now.”

			“I’m not angry,” Cooper denied immediately. “I was just...surprised.” And annoyed and frustrated and all the other relatives of anger one could think of beyond its immediate family.

			“Surprised because you expected Andrew to pick an easy, superficial question like you did for him? Or because you expected him to already know this would be a difficult question for you?”

			Now it was Vanessa’s turn to get the full force of Cooper’s bewildered stare. “Um...” he started. Stopped. Looked at Park for help. No help came. “Isn’t it a difficult question for everyone?”

			Vanessa shrugged. “Some people can immediately say spiders. Or flying. Or dolls possessed by the devil, no problem. Next question.”

			“Oh, well, my nickname in college was actually Bride of Chucky, so you can see why this is hard for me,” Cooper joked weakly.

			“Do you think Andrew would have an easy or hard time answering this question?” Vanessa asked, then without waiting for Cooper to respond added, “Often the questions that are hardest to talk about are the ones we think our partner doesn’t already know the answer to. Do you think Andrew knows your biggest fear? Do you know his?”

			Cooper looked at Park. “I...don’t know,” he said honestly, in response to all three questions.

			Vanessa nodded, as if satisfied by this answer. “That’s good honesty. Let’s start there.” She touched Cooper’s shoulder lightly. “And I’m sorry again, we got interrupted earlier. I have some time after this if you’d like to continue our conversation.”

			“Oh no,” Cooper said hastily, glancing at Park, whose expression had furrowed with curiosity. “No, that’s... I’m a little talked out today.”

			She patted him. “I understand. Just know my door is open.” With that she nodded goodbye and wandered on to the next couple.

			“What conversation?” Park said as soon as she was a good distance away.

			“Nothing,” Cooper said immediately. “I’ll tell you about it later.”

			It wasn’t necessarily a lie. He just hadn’t had the time to process things himself. Bringing in another person—even his favorite person, the only person he really felt like he would want to tell—felt too soon. Too raw.

			Park’s expression had turned concerned. “It’s not related to the case,” Cooper assured him. “She just got me oversharing. Me.”

			He watched her crouch by the feet of Jimmy and Lisa across the room, speaking soothingly. “I wonder who they were, the people in the photo.” Cooper had already filled Park in on his unsanctioned adventures in Vanessa’s office. “Her father and brother? Son? And why unforgivable?”

			“Unforgivable to whom matters, too. Did she write it herself? A reminder? Or blackmail?”

			Cooper frowned. “As if she hasn’t been through enough.”

			Park started to smile slowly.

			“What?” Cooper asked. “Why are you making that face?”

			Park shook his head. “You like Vanessa?”

			“Well, let’s see. I barely know her, she’s a suspect in a murder case, she chewed on my leg and dug into my head. What’s not to like?”

			“And yet despite all that, you seem comfortable around her. Protective, even,” Park said.

			“Well,” Cooper protested. “That’s just because she’s—” He made a complicated gesture with his hands, trying to convey the odd appeal of her. An open attentiveness, the way she just rolled with the punches through it all, adapting, not rising to the mayhem around her. Even—or perhaps particularly—knowing she’d run with a rebel pack and come through the other side working with trauma recovery. Vanessa just felt...nice.

			“I think she’s probably a good therapist or something,” he said eventually, but when he looked up Park was biting his lip hard. “What? What are you laughing about?”

			Park cocked his head, listening to make sure Vanessa was still engaged far across the room. “She has an abnormally low AQ, you know.”

			“How do you know that?” Cooper looked back at Vanessa with new eyes.

			“It was part of my role to notice those things. If you believe in AQ science, she complements you. And that would explain why you’re drawn to her.”

			“We don’t know my number,” Cooper said immediately. “And how come I’m drawn to your bossy ass, then?”

			“You’re contrary and paradoxical to your core.”

			Cooper looked down at his paper pointedly, scanning through the list of prompts. “What stage of building intimacy is this? Burn down previous foundation or...?”

			Park laughed and trapped Cooper’s knees between his own, squeezing. “Forget it, if it makes you uncomfortable. Go back to explaining why sabotage doesn’t explain what’s happening,” he said.

			Cooper stifled a sigh of relief at the reprieve. He’d rather talk murder than AQ any day. “If someone was just trying to put attention on the retreat, why hide that shirt in Kreuger’s office? Hardly a lot of foot traffic. Can’t be sure when it will be found. Pure chance Beck came by when the power was out and Paul agreed to let him look at the generators.”

			“Ranger’s here a lot, from what I’ve seen,” Park disagreed.

			“But that room? It feels more like someone is drawing our attention specifically to Kreuger. Wants everyone to think he killed Llcaj.”

			“Maybe he did,” Park said. “Something clearly happened between Llcaj and Reggie. Kreuger feels protective or possessive or jealous, pick your poison. So he kills Llcaj and runs. Maybe it really is that simple and the planted shirt is another game entirely.”

			“To what end?”

			Park shook his head. “I think we should take a trip to the lumber mill. Talk to the employees. Find out a little more about Llcaj and this supposed trespassing and theft.”

			They made a quick plan to hike up to the mill. Cooper briefly worried it would look suspicious, traipsing through the woods in weather like this, but it was only a mile away when one took the back trails, and while it was certainly windy outside, the hurricane wasn’t supposed to actually hit until much later that night or the next morning.

			“I doubt we’ll even be the only couple heading outside,” Park reassured him. “They’ll all want to get a good run in if we’re going to be cooped up tomorrow.”

			“All right. So we show up to the mill and claim we got lost,” Cooper said. “Tell them we’re tired. I’m tired,” he corrected, rolling his eyes at Park’s skeptical face. “And that we’re there to beg a ride back to the retreat. Not a completely unreasonable cover story.”

			Park started to respond, but Vanessa was walking back in their direction. “And that’s why I don’t eat lamb,” he said.

			Cooper nodded as she continued past them to the front of the room to call their attention.

			“Thank you for your patience and participation,” Vanessa said, voice clear and gentle. “We’re nearly to the end of today’s workshop. After our last exercise, I encourage you all to take the rest of the afternoon to continue building intimacy with your mate.” She smiled. “You’re welcome to take a candle.” The group laughed.

			Cooper was mildly astonished. Half the advice this place gave was to go have sex. “Morning, noon and night, how is there room for afternoon delight?” he whispered to Park.

			“Hmmm, I’m unfamiliar with that particular sailor’s warning,” Park said. Cooper coughed over a laugh and Jimmy shot him a dirty look.

			“Now, to solidify the work we’ve done together we’re going to finish on a classic exercise of nonverbal communication.” She spread her hands and looked around. “Sharing a hug.” The room awwed. “For five consecutive minutes.” Cooper groaned.

			The point, Vanessa explained, was to move past the initial comfort, into awkwardness and then, through some sort of hug enlightenment, into a deeper emotional connection.

			“I’m in hell,” Cooper muttered into Park’s neck, five seconds into their hug. He felt Park shake with suppressed laughter then squeeze him gently around the waist.

			Over his shoulder, Cooper observed the other couples, curiously. Some were laughing, some were holding each other stiffly, one man and woman whose names he’d forgotten were hugging and pressing their foreheads together and making continuous eye contact which made Cooper uncomfortable to even look at, never mind do.

			Five minutes was a very long time to just stand there and hold someone, even for people who loved hugs. Cooper did not. Though he wasn’t strictly opposed to them, either. He was just...meh about the whole practice. He had to be in the right mood for it. That was just his personality.

			Unless it’s a symptom, too. Cooper stiffened at the errant thought. Surely not. He’d never been one to crave touch as comfort. Not even as a kid.

			But then before today he would have said he’d always been on the short-tempered side, too. Always a bit nervous and jumpy, quick to react, observant, wary. Now all these facets of himself were being called into question. Was that really him? Or was it the PTSD? How could he ever be sure?

			Park had said his core self was contrary. A joke, of course, but who was he at his core if not...this? A super-alpha, like Park thought? A survivor, as Vanessa had alluded to? The obedient mate of the most feared wolf on the eastern seaboard? A dramatic little thing?

			Everyone seemed to know who he was. Everyone but Cooper.

			Park’s arms loosened, dropping gently away. “You’re uncomfortable,” he said. “Do you want to stop? I can fake an emergency if you want.”

			“No, no. I’m fine. I’m just thinking.”

			“About running a marathon? Your heart is beating out of your chest,” Park said.

			“Shhh,” Cooper said. “Hold me tighter,” he added impulsively.

			Park hesitated, then did. Cooper sighed, a bolt of pure fondness warming him from head to toe. A separate thing from love. Related but different. God knew he loved Park. But to be very honest, he’d been in love before. Knew Park had, too. Cooper believed you could love lots of people in your time. Really, genuinely be in love with them whether you chose to remember it that way or not. But this feeling he had for Park—this irrevocable, gravity-altering, forever feeling... It was different.

			This was quite simply it for him. The end of the line. The relationship that changed the laws of physics. The person he’d always, no matter what, consider a part of him. Consider his family.

			“Oh, fuck,” Cooper said emphatically.

			Park pulled back again to look at him, clearly startled. He raised a questioning brow and scanned the room as if looking for the danger. But there was no danger out there. Well. Besides a potential murderer and/or violent game of blackmail, sabotage and control. But Cooper had more pressing epiphanies to deal with at the moment.

			He wanted to spend the rest of his life with Park. Okay, not exactly breaking news.

			He...maybe, sort of, kind of might want to marry him.

			Perhaps that wasn’t so mind-blowing for some people. But Cooper hadn’t been that kid who got to take for granted that he’d fall in love with someone one day who loved him back, get married and live happily ever after. Growing up, he hadn’t seen a lot of queer people settling into long-term love. Not that they hadn’t existed; of course they had. But not openly in Cooper’s small Maryland town and limited world exposure.

			In his childhood, it had been a precious and secret joy to even glimpse stories of boys who had feelings for other boys at all. Thrilling to know they fell in love and lust with each other and recognize that in himself. Unheard of to see them grow old together, happy and safe forever.

			No. If someone had told little baby Cooper he’d grow up and get married to the man he loved, he would have laughed his head off. Of course, if someone had told little baby Cooper he’d grow up and spend the week mansion shopping with his hot werewolf boyfriend, he’d have laughed, too. And then likely given himself carpal tunnel jacking off.

			But lo and behold, here he was. Building a whole-ass life with someone. Growing as a person with someone. Making a family or pack with someone, whatever you wanted to call it.

			Of course, growth and love and commitment didn’t need to look like marriage. Not at all. Anyone who didn’t want that, who chose not to express their partnership that way, was no less valid. It was personal choice. But for the first time in Cooper’s life he felt like that choice was his to make. He was in the position of asking himself if he wanted to get married. If he wanted to be the thing he hadn’t gotten to see, hadn’t gotten to imagine as an unsure, anxious little gay boy in small-town Maryland who had no fucking clue what life would allow him to do or be.

			And the answer was yes. He did. That’s who he wanted to be at his core. Not alpha, or survivor, or mate, or overdramatic, anxious, cantankerous grump. Not even husband, really. Those were all facets, badges. At his core, he wanted to be his own wildest dreams come true.

			Sometimes realizations took time to puzzle out. Sometimes they just showed up in your brain with no forewarning and asked where to put their baggage. This one had just kicked the door down and set fire to his entire head. He was going to ask Park to marry him.

			Cooper put his mouth against Park’s shoulder to muffle his shaky exhale.

			“Are you crying?” Park asked, appalled. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt? Is it the hug?”

			Cooper shook his head, sniffed a bit to clear the prickling at his eyes, then looked at Park. “I love you,” he whispered.

			Park’s expression went from anxious to completely gobsmacked. “What?” His hand came up to cup Cooper’s forehead “Do you feel feverish again? Light-headed? Nauseous? I knew we should have gotten you to a doctor.”

			“No! I just—will you stop that?” Cooper had to wrestle Park’s hand away from checking his pulse. “Forget it. I take it back. I don’t love you anymore.”

			“Hmmm.” Park gave him a long, critical look, then apparently seeing something that satisfied him, pulled Cooper close again. Sounding far too smug, he said, “Too late. No take-backs. Sorry, I don’t make the rules.”

			Cooper purposefully stepped on Park’s toe, but smiled when he felt a gentle kiss to the side of his head and heard the words whispered into his hair: “Love you more. My absolutely rabid porcupine.”

			A thrumming sound pulsed through the air, and with a little flicker the lights came on overhead as the generators finally got working. Around the room people dropped out of their hugs to applaud, but Cooper held on to Park and closed his eyes. He didn’t mind one more moment of this. He had suddenly found himself in the exact right mood.

			
 
			With the distraction of the returning electricity, it was easy enough for Cooper and Park to set out on the trails unnoticed.

			They’d grabbed one of the trail maps from the lodge, but Cooper also had his phone out, looking for inconsistencies between the map offered and the pictures of the one they’d found stuffed up Kreuger’s desk leg. Like the version offered in the welcome packet, the lodge map was a bit basic, but from what Cooper could tell there were no major differences. Why go through the trouble of hiding it?

			Cooper snuck a peek at Park walking beside him in his sleek black rain jacket and sturdy hiking boots, dark hair collecting pre-rain mists blown in on the wind. He looked like a rugged wet dream. Literally wet, though.

			Might just have to ask him to marry me right now. Cooper laughed out loud, a short, almost hysterical sound, and Park looked at him, alarmed. “Now what?”

			“Nothing,” Cooper said quickly, and went back to looking at his feet so that they stayed firmly out of his mouth.

			The trail was unexpectedly clear considering the acrimonious relationship between the businesses, and Cooper considered Paul’s assertion that Monty was sabotaging her neighbors. Would she really go so far as to fake a death to drum up some bad publicity? What about Paul? Obviously Vanessa was the one who loved this place, who had grown up here, who wanted to work in counseling. If Paul was just along for the ride, maybe he was ready to get off at the nearest stop. Return to the best pack of his life.

			Kreuger was an anachronism, too. A bully and ex-pack leader, an outcast with a broken spirit, the man who had heard Reggie missed being outdoors and crafted a way for her to always look at the sky. No one working at the retreat seemed to even consider the possibility that Kreuger had killed Llcaj. He’s not like that, Reggie had said. But Cooper had been working in this field for long enough to know there wasn’t one type of person who killed.

			A slight rustling sound had started, and Cooper took a moment to realize it wasn’t more wind but the beginnings of a drizzle against the leaves, too slight to penetrate the forest canopy.

			“The rain’s started earlier than it was supposed to,” he said with slight concern. The real brunt of the storm wasn’t supposed to hit until the night. He hoped this stayed a manageable drizzle.

			“We’re close,” Park said. “I can smell the sawdust.”

			Cooper compulsively inhaled, getting nothing but rain and summer earth. Park was watching him, amused. “Checking to see if that bite’s kicked in yet?”

			Cooper’s face heated. “I didn’t think I was going to...change entirely. I just thought it might have, you know, an effect.”

			Park hummed. “Disappointed?”

			“That feels like a trick question,” Cooper said. Then, impulsively, “Are you?”

			Park looked perplexed. “Why would I be disappointed?”

			Cooper shook his head. “I don’t know.”

			That was a lie. We need to be around our own kind, Muñoz had said. Not the first time Cooper had heard a sentiment like that. He was not a good boy from a good family, as far as the Park pack was concerned. Park himself had never given any indication that he wished Cooper wasn’t human. But the prospect of an engagement made you rethink these sorts of things.

			Cooper’s pulse was pounding. “When you were young, what did you imagine your life would be like at forty?”

			“Steady on,” Park said. “I’ve got a few months yet.”

			“I mean, did you think you’d be working criminal investigation? A professor? A bachelor on the town? Big family? Dating another werewolf? Ma-married?”

			“God, no,” Park scoffed, and Cooper’s heart jumped into his throat. “I couldn’t comprehend a life beyond the Shepherd. Almost from the moment we moved in with my grandparents, I knew I was being groomed as the enforcer of the pack and that one day I’d take over as alpha. Leaving was unthinkable. If I thought about the future at all, it was that. But I tried not to think about it.”

			A rumble of thunder sounded and the rain started falling harder, droplets sneaking between the leaves and onto their heads, running down their faces. Cooper pulled his hood up and slipped his hand into Park’s. “And before that? When you were younger?”

			Park was quiet for a while. He rubbed his thumb over the back of Cooper’s hand, thoughtfully. “When I was six or so, I had one of those little plastic toy tow trucks. I can’t even remember where we got it. Maybe it was one of my older siblings’ once, but I was obsessed. Latched onto it like kids do. Took it everywhere, slept with it. When my little sister Addy was teething in fur, she gnawed the boom right off, but I still loved it. I thought tow truck drivers must be the luckiest. Always driving around helping stranded people. Making new friends every day.”

			Cooper smiled, tickled. “So you wanted to be a tow truck driver?”

			Park hummed in disagreement. “We moved around a lot then. Now I guess it was because Mom and Dad were with the WIP,” he said, naming the Wolf Independence Party. An organization whose members ranged from protesters lobbying for power reform on one end of the spectrum to domestic terrorists on the other. It was unclear where exactly Park’s wayward parents fell on that scale. “As a kid I didn’t know why we were always moving. I assumed it was because we were poor and not supposed to be cramming eight people into a one-bedroom apartment in the first place. The point is, sometimes I’d get home and all our stuff was in the car ready to go or I’d be woken up in the night and told we were leaving right now.” He paused and ran his free hand through his wind-blown hair only to have it tossed into disarray again.

			It almost seemed like Park had come to the end. Wasn’t going to say anymore. But haltingly he continued, “One time, I woke up and we were already in the car. Apparently, my dad had carried me while I was still passed out. Of course I’d dropped my truck. On the couch I slept on or on the way out of the apartment somewhere—” Park shook his head, cutting himself off. “It doesn’t matter where. The point is it must have fallen out of my hand and Dad didn’t notice. I cried and begged them to go back, but we were already an hour out by then and it was just a stupid little plastic truck.”

			He laughed oddly. “God, we must have been annoying. Six kids complaining and crying while you’re on the run for your lives and trying to stay incognito. I can’t believe I never once guessed they left us behind by choice.”

			Cooper squeezed Park’s hand, his throat tight. “I’m sorry.”

			“It was a long time ago,” Park said dismissively, though the hurt in his voice belied his words. “It was a toy and our lives were in danger. But I didn’t know that then. All I knew was that one day I was going to grow up and live in my own house that no one could ever make me leave ever again.”

			Cooper was silent. Heartache was an odd feeling to have when one was contentedly walking hand in hand with the person they loved. But he felt it all the same. Heartache for that little boy begging to go back for the only consistent, sure thing in his life: the truck he’d played with while imagining any possible way to make friends.

			Cooper tugged Park to a stop. Looking up at him, just slightly taller, meant the rain fell into his eyes and he had to keep blinking to see Park’s gently confused expression. Cooper took hold of Park’s head and pulled him down for a deep kiss. His lips were cool from the rain and it was an odd contrast to the warmth of his mouth.

			“What was that about?” Park asked afterward, a little breathless.

			Cooper shook his head. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a dick about this whole buying a house thing.”

			Park’s soft, curious look froze then shifted into something more concerned and self-conscious. “Not a dick,” he said carefully. Cooper raised an eyebrow and Park conceded, “Maybe a little prickly. Dick-lite. But I don’t blame you. I didn’t think about how buying a—a forever home is different from me moving into your apartment. It’s a big step and I rushed you into it and—” Park took a deep breath “—if you need to hit pause, back up, stay at yours longer or maybe just find somewhere a little bigger to rent instead, I’m okay with that. Really I am.”

			“No!” Cooper protested loudly, clearly surprising Park, but he couldn’t help it. The thought of not settling down together, building something long-lasting with Park, was much scarier than the thought of giving up his own space. Joyce was right. He’d been clinging to the familiar, resistant to change, because for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t running from anything. Nothing in his life was bad. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t get better.

			Cooper buried his face against Park’s shoulder and groaned. “Now you’ve done it. I’m about to emote all over you.”

			“That’s all right. The rain will wash it away.”

			He pulled back to look Park in the eye. “Okay, look. I want to buy a house with you. I’m happy we’re doing this. I’m happy.”

			Park studied him, then squeezed his hands and took a deep breath. “But...” he prompted.

			“No but. Not but!” Cooper hesitated. “Just you have to promise me something. If it’s not what you think...if we’re not what you think or you realize this isn’t...working for you anymore, promise me you won’t stay in this relationship because you think you need to support me or because you think I’m your only shot at following an alpha or because it hurts you to leave a pack. I don’t want to ever put you in that position. Fallen out of love but unable to leave. Without a choice.”

			Park opened his mouth, but Cooper held up his hand. “Please let me finish.”

			He cleared his throat, gearing himself up for what he needed to say next. “So, I want you to know that I will be your family, pack and your, uh, alpha for as long you want me. As long as you need me. Even if we’re not, you know, together anymore. You don’t have to be with me or buy me things or take care of me, ’cause I’ll always have your back. With or without the trimmings.”

			So help him, he meant it. Even if it would feel like hell itself to be so close to Park but not with him anymore. Cooper didn’t see any other way to neutralize this inequality of power. He had to leave the exit open, not because he wanted Park to take it, but because he needed to know they were both in this freely. Always.

			Park was staring at him with a blank look and Cooper gestured that he was done now.

			“Thank you,” Park said seriously. “That’s...very...nice.” He nodded, not quite meeting Cooper’s gaze. “I appreciate your...concern and support. I feel quite the same way about you.”

			For a long moment the only sound was the rain on leaves, falling on their heads and streaming down their faces. But there was something...some undercurrent of emotion that was hard to identify beneath Park’s overly formal tone.

			Cooper narrowed his eyes and noticed Park’s lips start to twitch before he clamped down on them hard. He seemed to be struggling to choke something down. Abruptly he broke and burst out with a sound Cooper might have called a giggle if it wasn’t Park.

			“Are you—are you laughing at me?” Cooper asked, appalled.

			“No, no, not at you,” Park insisted. He had to shout a little over the sound of the rain, rapidly getting heavier and heavier. “I’m sorry, I’m not laughing because it’s funny. I’m laughing because—” He shook his head, then wiped water out of his eyes, still uncontrollably grinning. “It’s nice, is all.”

			“That’s not all,” Cooper said suspiciously.

			Park raised his arms and let them smack back down to his sides in an over-large shrug. “Cooper, I’m the most feared and powerful werewolf this side of the continent, and somehow I’ve managed to fall in love with the only person in the whole world who thinks I can’t stand up for myself. Do you know I’ve been driving myself crazy thinking Oliver, you idiot, you’ve pushed too fast, come on too strong, he’s going to get scared off, while you’re over here worried about my autonomy. Me.”

			“I didn’t say you can’t stand up for yourself,” Cooper muttered.

			Park laughed again, more freely this time. “Is this why you were talking all that stuff about feeling trapped? I said leaving a pack is a bad feeling, not some unbreakable soul-bond that induces certain death. My god, can you imagine?”

			Cooper turned away, suddenly embarrassed, but Park caught him and pulled him into a kiss, their faces slick in the rain, Park’s hand dragging through Cooper’s wet hair.

			“What was that about?” Cooper echoed when they separated.

			“Turns out I like it when you worry about me.” He knocked their noses together. “I like it a lot. Thank you.” He kissed Cooper again, soft and teasing. “And I’m excited to go home and house hunt with you.”

			“Me, too. I think we’ll do better,” Cooper said with determination, then added with a laugh, “Maybe just less five-foot marble fireplaces this time.”

			Park’s brow furrowed. “I quite liked that fireplace,” he murmured, which answered Cooper’s question about Park’s aesthetic. But having wildly different tastes suddenly felt a lot more manageable, all things considered. “Anyway, maybe we can focus on the case before we drown out here?” Park continued, and nodded toward the side of the trail that dropped off into a steep hill.

			“Right.” Cooper kissed his nose quickly and stepped out of Park’s embrace. He looked over the edge and below he could see a medium-sized warehouse. A couple of flatbed trucks were parked in the muddy lot at angles, as if they’d been hastily abandoned. Large brown puddles with rainbow sheens of oil had begun to form. The mill was oddly quiet. He had assumed Beck would have come and gone by now, but he’d still been expecting some signs of life, saw sounds and the bustle of employees.

			“Maybe they’re closed,” he considered out loud.

			Park frowned and nodded at a single dark SUV pulled up next to the building. “Well, someone’s working overtime.” He tucked the lodge map into his inner pocket and zipped his rain jacket all the way up. “Ready to look hopelessly lost?”

			“I’ve only been practicing my whole life.”

			They hurried toward the warehouse, but the rain was near torrential now and out of the cover of the trees they were quickly soaked through. There were two enormous garage doors, but Cooper couldn’t see any way for them to get in. “Now what!”

			Park said something, but Cooper couldn’t hear him over the wind and rain on the warehouse’s metal roof. “What?” he shouted back, squinting as water got into his eyes.

			Park gestured that they should go around the building, and together they started to run, hunched over as if it were possible to dodge between the drops. On the short end of the building, they found a white door. Above it a security camera was pointed directly down at any potential intruders.

			Cooper nodded at it, squinting up into the rain, and shouted, “Pretty high-end security for a place like this!”

			Park grabbed the doorknob, and though his hand slipped on the wet metal, it was unlocked. “Not that secure!”

			“Wow, that got bad fast,” Cooper gasped once they were inside. He wiped uselessly at his soaked face with his soaked fingers, irritated by the drops streaming relentlessly down his cheeks. Beside him, Park shook his head, splattering Cooper with stray water. “Excuse you.”

			Park winked, his hair all puffed out. Outside, the rain continued to pelt the walls and the roof, and the sound echoed around within the warehouse. It was more cramped than Cooper would have imagined. Most of the space was packed with enormous metal shelves, loaded with, well, wood. Four-by-fours and beams of various lengths, rectangular stacks wrapped in white and neon green plastic with the Montclaire Mill logo prominently featured—wood waiting to be delivered.

			The other half of the space was dedicated to metal machines Cooper wouldn’t begin to know how to work. A complicated network of metal boxes, steps, walkways, tracts and saws that resembled a Rube Goldberg machine that had been interrupted halfway through assemblage. In fact, the whole place had a feeling of work that had been abandoned suddenly and left behind untouched. There was even a fat, raw tree trunk, messily shaved of bark and suspended from the ceiling by chains and pulleys.

			“So much for casually interviewing the employees,” Cooper said.

			“Hello?” Park called. “Anyone here?” An eerie silence answered him. “They wouldn’t have just left it all unlocked,” he reasoned. “Let’s look around.”

			They explored the warehouse. There wasn’t much to see besides tree trunks in various stages of being disassembled and machines that were cold to the touch, until they got to the opposite end where there was a metal-grate staircase. These led to a second-floor office that sat like a balcony. The walls were glass so that whoever worked here had an easier time literally overlooking the mill workers.

			Inside, the office’s light was on, bathing the plain desk, filing cabinets and office chair in a sickly fluorescent glow. “Maybe the real source of fighting was that Monty and Kreuger were competing for whose office is more of a dystopian barrack,” Cooper suggested, glancing over the desktop.

			“Look at this,” Park said. Cooper joined him at the wall where Park had removed a large framed photo from its nail. Behind it was a safe. “Beck said she was complaining about trespassers and theft. Looks like she’s upgraded since then.”

			Cooper agreed, but his attention was caught by the picture in Park’s hand. “Can you hold that up a minute?”

			A group of seven smiling people in familiar neon-green T-shirts stood by a bulldozer. Cooper recognized Monty in the center, her arms slung around two burly guys. Behind them was a low, long white dilapidated house he knew had once been pretty.

			“I recognize that place,” Cooper murmured. “That’s the building Vanessa was posing in front of. The photo hidden in her book of the man and the boy.”

			“Are you sure?” Park asked.

			“It’s a lot worse for wear here, but it’s definitely the same. Is it weird she sold the part of the property where she grew up, do you think?”

			“Could be a lot of reasons for that, though.”

			Downstairs, a door slammed shut. “Shit,” Cooper whispered.

			Park quickly replaced the photograph on the wall and then gestured toward the door. Cooper nodded and followed Park out of the office to the landing at the top of the stairs...

			...and ran right into his back with a grunt when Park stopped suddenly.

			“Don’t you move!” a voice yelled from below.

			Park’s hands slowly raised in the air and Cooper followed suit, stepping carefully around him to see.

			Down below, in the center of the warehouse stood Monty. She was soaking wet, had debris in her hair and a smear of mud on her face, but her hands were rock steady, wrapped around the shotgun balanced on her shoulder, aimed right at them.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“Who the hell are you?”

			“Ms. Montclaire, we’re guests at Maudit Falls Retreat. We saw you yesterday. Talking to Vanessa and the ranger,” Park said quickly but clearly.

			Monty looked between the two of them and a flash of recognition passed her face, but she didn’t lower the gun. “What are you doing in my office?”

			“We were just looking for you. My partner, Kyle, and I were hiking when it started to rain. We tried to get to shelter. The warehouse door was unlocked,” Park added.

			Monty continued to stare at them for a long minute and Cooper held very still, keeping an eye on her hands on the trigger. He didn’t trust guns and he trusted people who pointed them willy-nilly at others even less. Even if she didn’t mean to shoot them, that didn’t mean they’d all walk out of here uninjured. Outside the wind built to a howl and the small windows high up on the warehouse walls shook in their frames.

			“Please, Ms. Montclaire,” Cooper said softly. “We’re just lost.”

			Very abruptly, Monty lowered the muzzle to the floor and Cooper winced at the jerky movement. “You’re not going to make it back to the retreat on foot,” she said gruffly, taking the stairs two at a time and shoving past them into the office. “I can drop you there on my way out of the mountains, but we’ve got to go now.” She glanced at the tiny window, impossible to see out of with all the rain. “I should have left hours ago.”

			“Did everyone else go home?” Cooper asked.

			Monty laughed. “That’s one way of putting it. I’m the only one left. My two last guys quit last week. They weren’t gonna spend one more minute in these woods after everything. If you want my advice, I suggest you do the same.”

			“What do you mean?” Cooper asked.

			Monty barely looked at them. She went straight for the same photo Park had been holding a moment ago and plucked it off the wall, revealing the safe.

			“Please,” Park said, sounding whiny and worried and very much not like himself. “We only just got here yesterday. All this stuff with the T-shirt and the warrant... We did not sign up for this. If there’s something you know about what’s going on, we want to know.”

			Monty looked at them sharply. “What T-shirt? Warrant? What are you talking about?”

			Cooper exchanged a look with Park and said, “The ranger was at the retreat today, three hours ago at most. He said he was stopping by here to talk to you.”

			Monty looked confused, and if she was faking it she was a damn good actress. “He wasn’t here. I haven’t seen him since yesterday with y’all.”

			“Beck found a bloody T-shirt with your logo on the retreat property. He said it was enough to get a warrant, I think?” Cooper said. “You really don’t know anything about this?”

			“My god,” Monty whispered. “It’s finally happening. Llcaj.” She slapped her hands against the wall. “I told him they were behind this, but no one would listen. Now we’ll get them.”

			“Get who?” Park asked.

			“Them! Them! Your precious retreat running me out of business. Threatening my men until they quit. And now Llcaj is dead. I just know it.” She started twisting the safe wheel to unlock it, muttering to herself.

			“Ms. Montclaire.” Park tried to get her attention. “The Claymonts seem to think you’re the one sabotaging them so that you can force them to sell the property.”

			Monty laughed loudly. “They’re lying and I can prove it.” She yanked open the safe, pulled out a packet of papers and brandished them wildly. “See this? You know what this means? I don’t need to force anyone, I’ve already bought the place. As good as, anyway.”

			“Vanessa Claymont doesn’t want to sell.”

			“It’s not her goddamn choice alone, though, is it? It’s Jack’s, too.”

			Cooper exchanged a shocked look with Park. “Jack? Jack Nielsen?”

			“He’s co-owner of the property and he’s agreed to sell to me. I have his signature right here.” She flapped the papers again. “Vanessa will have to agree, too, eventually. If she doesn’t, Jack will file suit for partition. In which case they’ll either be forced to divide the land and I’ll just buy Nielsen’s share. Or they’ll be forced to sell by the courts. Either way, I’ve won and I certainly didn’t need to sabotage anyone to do so. Unlike them.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She sighed. “I bought this place last year. We’re a mill. We’re noisy, dirty and not particularly good for their luxury views. I wasn’t expecting a welcome-to-the-neighborhood party. But this was...something else. First, it was small stuff. Some of my guys reported finding the doors unlocked in the morning, the pallets were moved, machines left running, gas knocked over. Nothing serious.”

			“You think someone at the retreat was breaking in?” Park asked.

			“Not at all. Not then, anyway. I figured it was kids sneaking in to party. But a lot of our equipment is dangerous and I didn’t want to show up one morning and find bits of drunk teenager in the chipper. So I set up a camera, at the door. Took a couple weeks of checking empty footage, but one day, last month, I got the son of a bitch.” She crossed her arms and looked at them, clearly enjoying this, anticipating their reactions.

			“You caught someone on tape?” Cooper asked.

			“Not someone.” She planted her hands down on the desk and leaned forward with relish. “A motherfucking wolf.”

			Whatever Monty saw in their expressions made her laugh. “I know, it sounds crazy, right? I wouldn’t have believed it either if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. This thing just waltzed right up like he owned the place, stood on its back legs and turned the knob with its mouth. With its mouth. It was incredible. I’m a country girl. I’ve seen animals do some weird shit. But this? This was something else. It had no fear. No confusion. Someone had trained it to do exactly what they wanted.”

			Cooper’s heart was pounding and he had no idea what to say, but when Park spoke he sounded calm, amused and even gently dismissive. “You can’t train a wild animal,” he said. “Not the way you’re describing, anyway.”

			“I know that,” Monty snapped. “But find me another explanation.”

			Park shrugged. “I’m not the one who watched the tape. You didn’t see anything else? No other possible explanation? Even if it’s crazy?”

			“Andrew,” Cooper said nervously. He didn’t understand why Park was challenging Monty’s theory, almost goading her to consider supernatural possibilities.

			“It’s fine,” Park said, touching Cooper’s arm lightly in reassurance. “I’m just saying maybe it wasn’t a wolf. Are wolves even native around here?”

			“It was definitely a wolf,” Monty snapped. “You could see for yourself, but I gave everything to Beck.”

			“Why, though?” Park said. “Why do you think some trained animal—wolf, dog, whatever—has anything to do with the retreat?”

			“They’re hiding it there. Llcaj said there’s tracks all over the place. Leading right up to the buildings. You better lock your fancy little cabin or you might just wake up with the big furry fucker.”

			“Terrifying,” Park murmured.

			“What was Llcaj doing on the retreat property?” Cooper asked hastily over him.

			Monty turned away from them abruptly. She rummaged beneath her desk and pulled out a lockable briefcase. “Oh, he hooked up with some chick there, I think.”

			How convenient for Monty, Cooper thought as Park confirmed the who, asking, “Reggie?”

			“I guess so. The newest masseuse or whatever they’re calling her. I swear Vanessa runs through more staff than guests. It’s like a revolving door over there. She should be thankful I’m taking the place off her hands.”

			“Staff like Kreuger?” Cooper prompted.

			“That creepy landscaping guy?”

			“Why creepy?” Park asked.

			“Llcaj hated him. He said Kreuger was always spying on him. Creeping around.”

			Spying on Llcaj while he spied on the retreat. “Is that why he attacked Kreuger?” Cooper guessed.

			Monty locked the papers she’d rescued from the safe into the briefcase with a loud snap. “I don’t know anything about that.” It was obvious she was lying. “But around then is when it got worse. Some of my guys swore they’d hear a wolf prowling around their houses all the way down in town. They started quitting. When Llcaj disappeared last week, that was the last straw. But now they’ll see. Now we’re going to get some answers.”

			An enormous boom of thunder sounded, the sort that you felt against your eardrums, and all three of them jumped. “If we don’t go now, we’re not going to make it out.”

			She grabbed the case and slammed the office lights off. Beside Cooper, Park quickly looked down, rubbing a hand over his eyes until Monty passed. “Hurry up!” she called.

			Outside the sky had taken on an eerie green cast and the rain felt like hail, it was being whipped so hard against their faces by the wind. Monty’s sturdy-looking SUV took a couple false starts, and Cooper had a brief nightmare of waiting out the storm inside the warehouse, trying to prevent Monty from noticing Park’s reflective eyes, but eventually the engine turned over and they pulled jerkily onto the road.

			Even at their highest setting, the windshield wipers couldn’t keep up with the rain and Monty had to drive slowly down the curving mountain road. Twigs and small branches littered the way.

			“Goddamnit,” Monty cursed as she pulled around a particularly large one. Rather than keep two hands on the wheel, though, she returned to gripping the briefcase, securely in her lap, obviously unwilling to let it out of her sight or even touch. Cooper eyed it. How desperate was she to make sure this deal didn’t fall through. How sure a thing really was it?

			“How did Nielsen come to be co-owner of the retreat?” he asked.

			“What?” Monty said distractedly. “Oh, they inherited it together after their old man passed.”

			Cooper’s eyebrows shot up and he resisted twisting in his seat to look at Park. “Jack Nielsen and Vanessa Claymont are siblings?”

			Monty frowned, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. “Yes, yes. Why is that so surprising? She’s a bit older than him, so they didn’t grow up together, really. I think Vanessa ran off when she was a teenager.”

			“And Nielsen?” Cooper asked.

			“He never left,” she said. “I think that’s why he wants to get his share of the money and get out now. Poor guy’s been stuck on this mountain taking care of their father his whole life.”

			Cooper could believe her show of empathy a bit more if she wasn’t white-knuckling the papers that promised her a share of the land she thought Nielsen so deserved to be free of. “What do you mean take care of?”

			Monty looked at Cooper again, this time suspiciously. “You seem mighty curious.”

			“Of course I am,” Cooper said. “Wouldn’t you be if you were supposed to be on vacation and the next thing you know it’s Friday the 13th?”

			Monty acknowledged that with a nod and her shoulders eased just slightly, but she still didn’t answer his earlier question.

			Park spoke up from the back seat, surprising Cooper. “We’ve been noticing some weird things there, too, you know. Even before the ranger showed up.”

			Monty’s hand on the wheel jerked at that, and she cursed as the car slipped on the road a bit. “Like what? What have you seen?” she demanded. There was something strange in her voice. Almost a nervousness.

			“You first,” Park said bluntly. “Why was Nielsen taking care of his father? Was he sick?”

			Monty pursed her lips looking into the rearview mirror, angrily. But she seemed unable to resist Park’s ploy. “Guy was basically a hermit. People in town said he never came off the mountain. Just stayed up here working on his research. Nielsen had to do everything for him. Vanessa only came back after he was dead and she could collect on the inheritance. At first she was just as happy as he was to break up the land to sell. I don’t mind telling you, I got the place for a steal. And then suddenly, this. Refusing to sell anymore. Building the retreat. It all came out of nowhere. I don’t know what changed her mind,” Monty murmured. “We used to be friendly once. Back then she couldn’t wait to leave. Hated being back here. She called it the one last punishment her father was forcing on her.”

			“You said his research. What did he do?” Park asked.

			“Some kind of doctor, I think?” Monty said. “We found some old scientific journals squirreled away in the floorboards before we tore the old place down.”

			“What’d you do with them?”

			“After a couple of them went missing, I told Beck. He asked for the rest, the ones I’d brought home with me. I gave them to him yesterday. Oh shi—” Monty tapped rapidly on the brakes to slow down without sliding as a shape appeared up ahead. It was a car pulled to the side of the road.

			“Someone’s broke down,” Park said.

			As Monty carefully pulled up beside it and stopped, Cooper realized it was the ranger’s vehicle. The driver’s side door was wide-open, shaking in the wind, the seat soaked. No one was in the car.

			“He must have walked for help,” Monty said even as another boom of thunder knocked the air.

			“In this?” Cooper asked.

			“We’re not far from the retreat now. Makes more sense than waiting it out on the road.”

			Cooper started to respond when the back seat door opened and Park hopped out into the storm. “O—Andrew!” Cooper called.

			“Give me a minute!” Park called back, and slammed the door. He disappeared around the other side of the ranger’s car.

			“What’s he doing?” Monty hissed, spinning in her seat. “I don’t have time for this.” Cooper unbuckled his seat belt. “Are you crazy?”

			“I’ll get him. Just give us two minutes.”

			Monty shook her head slowly but said, “Fine. But if you’re not back by then, I’m leaving.”

			Cooper pulled up his jacket hood and hopped out of the car, landing in a muddy puddle. He found Park on the other side of the ranger’s car, peering over the edge of the roadside—a sharp incline toward thick woods made sharper where the ground had turned to slick mud and was rapidly eroding.

			“What’s going on?” Cooper yelled over the rain.

			“This doesn’t feel right,” Park yelled back. “Why would he just walk away and leave everything open like this? The keys are still in the ignition and I can’t find that evidence bag with Llcaj’s shirt anywhere.”

			Cooper shook his head and there was another crack of thunder, this one sharper. It sounded so close that for the first time he began to really worry. “Maybe he took it with him?”

			“Look. There,” Park said suddenly, pointing a short distance away. Part of the drop-off was more crumbled, and when he crouched down to examine it, he held up a loose weed that looked like it had been torn up by its roots. “You think he decided to take a shortcut in the wrong direction?” he yelled. He tossed the plant at Cooper’s feet and scrambled rather gracefully down the hill.

			“Fuck’s sake,” Cooper muttered, watching him. “Wait for me!”

			He crouched, too, trying to keep his center of gravity as low as possible and all four limbs in touch with the ground. Two inching steps downward, his foot gave way to crumbling mud and Cooper landed on his ass hard, slipping and tumbling down the short hillside.

			“You’re going to have to carry me back up that, you know!” Cooper yelled at Park, who was about fifteen feet deeper into the woods heading toward a creek whose banks had flooded, making the nearby plants look funny, growing in the middle of a now bustling stream.

			He followed after Park, squinting. It was pretty dark down here—a combination of being in the woods and the heavy storm. It might even be approaching evening by now. Cooper touched his phone in his pocket and was just considering whether he should risk taking it out in the rain to check the time when he saw it.

			A man lying facedown, half in and half out of the creek.

			Cooper began to run, but Park got there first, splashing into the flooded banks, rolling the man over and pulling him out of the water. As soon as he saw the open, staring eyes, Cooper knew it was too late. Beck was dead.

			Cooper watched Park check for a pulse or breathing, just in case, but he shook his head no. For a long moment they were both just silent as the rain and wind continued to rage and whip the trees above them.

			“I guess we know why he never showed up to the mill,” Cooper said.

			“Or he did show up and we’re not the first people to be escorted out by Monty today.” Park’s hands moved efficiently over the rest of the body. Cooper winced but didn’t look away. The job meant he’d been around death plenty, but it was still disturbing on a deep primal level to see a person moved around and repositioned without resistance.

			“I can’t find any physical trauma,” Park was saying.

			“You can’t think this was natural,” Cooper said skeptically. “He just happens to keel over on his way from threatening one business to checking the story of another? With, oh yeah, literal bloody evidence in the car? Bloody evidence that’s now officially missing?”

			“That would be quite a coincidence,” Park said. He hesitated mid-pat down, then pulled a plastic tube with an orange cap and yellow label from the ranger’s pocket.

			“What is that?”

			“An autoinjector,” Park mused, examining it. “A knockoff EpiPen, I think. It’s been used. Beck could have started having an allergic reaction, pulled over, used his pen. Didn’t work. Confused, he stumbled over the edge and down the hill.”

			Cooper hummed. That was certainly a possibility. More likely than not...

			...if they weren’t in the middle of a potentially deadly missing persons’ case and Cooper hadn’t just seen a possible bill for medical equipment that very morning. “How much do these go for about?” he asked.

			Park shrugged. “Don’t know. Not branded is cheaper, I think. But it’s hardly a dependable murder weapon.”

			“That’s assuming it was full of epinephrine,” Cooper said. “Nielsen knows poisons. Nielsen knows poisons that affect wolves, apparently because he grew up in a wolf family with a scientist father.”

			“But why would—” Park broke off and spun quickly to look behind them. Cooper turned, too, stumbling over the flooded forest floor. On top of the hill, on the side of the road stood a figure, blurred by shadows and rain.

			“Hello? Monty?” Cooper called out, tensing. Beside him he saw Park slip the autoinjector into his own pocket.

			Pause. “No, it’s me, Paul.” Pause. “Who’s down there?”

			Cooper glanced at Park. “Kyle and Andrew. There’s been a—an accident.”

			The figure that was Paul hesitated, and something in his stillness made the hairs on the back of Cooper’s neck stiffen. He became abruptly conscious of how much more vulnerable they were down here. Suddenly, Paul seemed to come to a decision and started down the hillside as elegantly as Park. He was wearing a navy rain jacket and baseball cap that the rain streamed off of oddly.

			As he approached, Cooper briefly wondered if he should give a heads-up, but it was too late for that. Paul’s nose wrinkled with disgust and his eyes immediately found the ranger’s body.

			“Oh my god,” Paul gasped, and stumbled backward. “He’s—” He looked at Park, eyes wide. “You—Why did you—”

			“Don’t be absurd,” Park snapped with more impatience than Cooper had heard in a while. “I didn’t kill him. We just found him now.”

			“Here?” Paul asked, looking around. “What are you doing out here?”

			“Monty was giving us a ride back in the storm and we saw the ranger’s car,” Cooper said. “Didn’t she tell you?”

			Paul frowned. He didn’t seem to know where to look. Eyes darting between the two of them and then, like a magnet, back to the body. “Monty? I didn’t see her. There’s no one up there.”

			Huh, Cooper thought. If she had just left them with a potentially broken-down car in the middle of a monsoon, that was...pretty cold. Even if she had warned them, he hadn’t actually believed she would really abandon them so quickly. More the fool, him.

			“Maybe she went for help,” Park suggested magnanimously.

			“Then she’s not going to get far,” Paul said. “There’s a tree down and the roads are flooding. No one’s getting out tonight. And no help is getting in,” he added, looking again at the ranger and then flinching away.

			“We can’t leave him here in this,” Cooper said to Park. Preserving a possible crime scene was one thing, but at this rate all the evidence and perhaps the body itself was going to wash away.

			“Is there somewhere out of the way we can put him?” Park asked Paul. “Somewhere with a lock and as...cool as possible.”

			Paul’s face was horrified. “You want to take him back to the retreat? No. I can’t.”

			“What about that barn? By the staff quarters,” Cooper suggested. “That locks, right?”

			“Yes,” Paul said, even as he was shaking his head no. “But you’re not seriously suggesting—”

			Park cut him off. “The barn, then. Did you drive here?” Paul nodded. “Good. I think we should lock up the ranger’s car and leave it here for now.”

			“Why were you out on the road?” Cooper asked.

			Paul’s face twisted and he seemed even more nervous than before. “Looking for you,” he said hesitantly. “We were worried something had happened. Some of the guests noticed your cabin door was open. I’m afraid—” He looked at Park and had to clear his throat as his voice cracked. “I’m afraid someone might have broken in.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Whoever was behind this certainly wasn’t getting the rest and relaxation bit of the retreat. Someone had clearly been through their bags and Cooper’s weapon was missing. Fortunately, it was in a securely locked case, but that still left them less defended than before.

			Paul had been ashen-faced when he’d finally dropped them back at their cabin, lucky number seven, which was feeling decidedly less lucky with rainwater blown in all over the floor and their clothes scattered around. Though his pale and queasy expression could have just as much to do with transporting poor Beck into the barn and wrapping him carefully with a tarp than it did with upsetting the Shepherd.

			Cooper and Park had searched Beck’s car more thoroughly before leaving it on the road. A box in the back had revealed all sorts of notes on the comings and goings of people at the retreat, photographs and files. The number of employees who would come for five, six months at a time and then disappear. Beck’s notes implied they all seemed to be working under fake names, Reggie included.

			Drugs? Human Trafficking? Illegal exports? were all possible explanations he’d scribbled across his notes. The ranger had obviously been investigating for longer and more seriously than he’d implied. The fact that a good deal of his findings were stored in the trunk of his car implied that his investigation was not exactly sanctioned.

			What they hadn’t found was Llcaj’s shirt or the scientific journals Monty had said she’d given him. Of course, those might be safely at the station somewhere.

			But there was no way for them to check that. In addition to the roads being blocked, the phone lines were down and Wi-Fi was out. They were essentially stranded with a dead body in the barn and at least one very nosy thief who may or may not have killed three people.

			A good amount of wind and rain had blown through the open cabin door, leaving a layer of damp on the floor and removing any possible scent of the intruder. Paul had offered to move them into the staff lodging or move another couple into number seven so that Cooper and Park could take over a dry cabin, but they’d refused, not wanting to inconvenience anyone or, worse, put them in harm’s way.

			“I’m sure no one would have done this if they’d known who you are,” Paul had fretted, seeming almost more upset by the break-in than the possible homicide.

			“And I’d like it to stay that way,” Park had said. “I really don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention.”

			Cooper wasn’t sure if that was possible anymore. Clearly at least one person had taken enough of an interest to break in, and depending on how quickly Paul spread the news of Beck’s death, it was sure to get out that they were involved in the discovery. They were running out of time.

			As they’d completely missed dinner, Paul had come by again himself with a cooler of food while Cooper was showering and scrubbing off all the death, mud, rainwater and plant material that had attached itself and had him looking like the previously unknown missing link between fish and fungus.

			Now it was Park’s turn to get clean and Cooper flopped onto the bed with a sigh to eat. While working through his second sandwich of thick sourdough, spicy horseradish, tomatoes and cheese, he pulled out a pen and one of the exercise sheets Dr. Joyce had given him. Flipping the sheet over to the blank side, he started to map out the information he knew so far. Listing everyone who might want to sabotage the retreat, break into the mill, retrieve the evidence the ranger had collected, or want Llcaj and/or Kreuger dead. The problem was that hardly ruled out anybody. Not even Kreuger himself. And on top of it all, he didn’t see what the map in the desk or that medical supplies bill had to do with a single thing.

			The bathroom door opened and Park emerged with a soft cloud of steam, naked and toweling his hair dry. “That might have been the best shower of my life,” he said.

			“Rude, considering how much shower sex we’ve had,” Cooper said. “But same.” He rolled over on the bed, making room for Park to ease himself down with a groan. “Sandwich?” Cooper offered him his remaining half.

			“Mmm,” Park said, closing his eyes. “In a bit.”

			Cooper watched him and felt a smile twitching at the corners of his mouth. Outside the storm was raging and they were dangerously entangled in an investigation with no hope of backup, but in here, studying Park fight off sleep, Cooper thought there wasn’t a single person he’d rather be stranded with. He leaned over and pressed a kiss to Park’s shower-warm chest.

			Ask him now. It wasn’t particularly romantic, no fancy restaurant, champagne or hot air balloon. But that wasn’t really them anyway. And he didn’t want to make it a big deal. Cooper was already sure of their relationship as it was. Some people wanted to get married, some people didn’t. Either way, it wasn’t vital to a successful relationship. He could...just float the idea. They could laugh about it. What’s the worst that could happen?

			He slid his hand slowly but firmly over Park’s low belly, where a waistband would be if he were wearing anything. “Hey,” he started, and the word barely made it out of his suddenly dry throat in one piece.

			Park’s hand came down on Cooper’s arm, and when Cooper looked up, he saw Park’s eyes had reopened and he was studying him, concerned.

			“Are you having another episode?” he asked.

			“Episo—” Cooper squawked, dismayed. “No! I’m not—”

			But Park had already flipped him over onto his back and was peering at his pupils. “You’re breathing so fast.” He paused, and Cooper realized one sneaky hand was lightly pinching his wrist. “And your pulse is out of control. That’s it.” Park sounded furious. “That’s three times today you’ve gone funny for no reason.”

			“Gone funny? Are you going to offer me smelling salts?”

			“I’m going to get Mutya. She can take another look. If she says we need to get you to a hospital, I’ll figure something out. Hiking into town might be the best bet.”

			“Oliver,” Cooper protested, pushing him off. “I’m fine, for fuck’s sake. I was just...umm...”

			Park peered down at him patiently, and Cooper felt his face heating. “Just feeling cuddly and, you know—” he coughed “—err, amorous.”

			Park raised an eyebrow.

			“And not because I’m sick, either,” Cooper added hastily.

			Park stared at him for a long, serious moment, then looked toward the window, out at the storm, with a slight sigh. “I’m trying not to be controlling or...overbearing,” he said. “But I’m worried about you. Ever since the river you’ve been a bit... Well, I’ve been worried.” He tried to smile and it came out a bit crooked. “Can’t it be my turn to worry about you sometimes?”

			“Sometimes?” Cooper muttered. He sat up, pulling his legs out from under Park’s and took his hand. “Oliver, look at me.” He took a deep breath. Asked himself if he wanted to have this conversation now. He knew if he asked Park to trust him and drop it, he would. He knew it. But was that what he really truly wanted?

			“Something happened when I was in that river. Well, no, nothing happened-happened, I just kind of had a moment. A moment when I thought Jacob Symer was attacking me again.”

			Cooper couldn’t look Park in the eye. He honestly wondered if asking him to get married would have been the easier conversation to have. “I mean, I know that’s not possible. But the moment I felt Vanessa’s teeth on me, it was like I was back in that alley. I kept kicking her and kicking her and then I just shut down. It was too much.”

			He shook his head and focused on Park’s thumb moving in slow circles on the back of his hand. “I didn’t feel like myself after, you saw that, but I don’t think it was just shock. Vanessa suggested... I might be carrying some more effects from that, uh, attack, than just this.” He gestured vaguely toward the scars on his stomach. “You know.”

			He felt oddly reluctant to say PTSD to Park. Felt a nonsensical guilt. Not because he thought he should be better than that. The opposite. Park had lived through a difficult childhood, loss, his own traumas and countless attacks himself. What right did Cooper have to complain about this one bad thing? Logically he knew that’s not how it worked. But since when did guilt ever care about logic?

			“Anyway.” Cooper laughed awkwardly. “I think that’s why I’ve been sort of...unsettled since then. Emotionally, I mean. So please let’s not go hailing off into the night in search of a hospital.”

			Park was quiet for so long that Cooper finally felt compelled to check he wasn’t doing something quintessentially Parkish like self-flagellating for not realizing and helping sooner, or worse, feeling responsible for something another wolf had done. But when he looked up Park was just nodding seriously, clearly thinking, as if Cooper had presented him with any other clue on a case he needed to puzzle out.

			“All right.” Park picked Cooper’s hand up and kissed it. “Thank you for telling me. I want to help, if that’s okay. Is there anything I do that makes it worse?”

			“No,” Cooper protested. “I don’t—I don’t know really.” He hesitated. “I think I’m going to give therapy another try. You know, real therapy and not informal chats with murder suspects while using a false identity. Seems like the literal least I can do.”

			“I think that’s great,” Park said earnestly. “Do you want help? I can make some calls about who’s good. My cousin used to work with—”

			Cooper leaned forward and kissed him mid-sentence. “Did anyone ever tell you how sweet you are?” he said when he pulled back a bit.

			Park blushed and looked at him through lowered lashes. “I’m not sweet.”

			Cooper kissed him lightly again. More of a brush of his lips against Park’s. “The sweetest,” he murmured, meaning it.

			He felt Park’s hand slide around his waist, and Cooper shuffled forward into Park’s lap. He nibbled lightly along Park’s jaw to his ear while his fingers trailed lightly over Park’s collarbone.

			There was a knock on the door. They both stared at it, shocked. Cooper was ready to assume it was the wind until it sounded again.

			“Hello in there!” a man’s voice called.

			Park stood making a gesture toward Cooper to stay behind him. He wrapped his towel around his waist, covering the bare beginnings of his erection as best as possible, and opened the door.

			“Sorry, excuse us, but it’s brutal out here.” Terradas and De Luca bustled right into the cabin past Park, both in heavy-duty raincoats with their hoods up. “Oh,” De Luca said, eyeing Park in his towel and Cooper still kneeling in bed. He grinned slowly. “We didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

			“You didn’t,” Cooper said, standing and joining Park by the door, and felt Park’s arm immediately fall around his waist. “Is there something wrong?”

			“Wrong? No,” De Luca said smoothly. “We were on our way back to the lodge and saw your lights on.” He gave Park a careful look again, though this one felt less sexual appraisal and more like he was sizing up a horse he wanted to bet on. “We haven’t formally met,” he added holding out his hand. “Daniel De Luca. My mate, Victor Terradas.” Park shook both their hands, introducing himself as Andrew Preston. “I’m not familiar with that name. Small family?”

			Cooper tensed. De Luca had asked it with genuine, friendly curiosity. The same genuine, friendly curiosity he’d had at lunch when he’d asked Cooper the exact same question. If he had to choose whether De Luca had truly forgotten or whether he was setting up a trap, Cooper had a nice bit of cheese in that cooler he was happy to lend him.

			“Large, actually. But they’re all up north. Canada, mostly,” Park said, thank god.

			“But you live in DC now,” De Luca said.

			Park acknowledged that with a shrug, refusing to volunteer additional information.

			De Luca just smiled widely again. “Isn’t it wonderful, the interesting people we’ve been meeting at this place? Such fun. We were heading for a dip in the hot tub when we saw your lights on. Something about a blustery storm outside that just makes me want to sink into some hot water. I insist you join us.”

			“I’m sorry,” Park said. “But we’ve had a really long day.”

			Behind De Luca, Terradas’s eyes widened in shock and the quiet man seemed to become even more intent on Park. “Yes,” De Luca just said solemnly. “Paul told us about you two getting lost in the rain and that poor, poor human ranger. He said you were the ones who found him, driven off the road.”

			Well, then. That certainly answered the question of how quickly word would spread. The answer was even faster than Cooper had anticipated. Considering Paul’s reluctance to move the body onto lodge property, Cooper had assumed he didn’t want anyone to know. Instead he had gone straight to De Luca with the news. Cooper filed that fact carefully away.

			“So dreadful,” De Luca was saying. “The sort of thing to give you nightmares. Which is all the more reason you must come relax with us.” His tone didn’t leave room for refusal.

			Still Park began to refuse. “I don’t—”

			“Actually, babe, a soak with some jets sounds really great right now,” Cooper said. “Should we meet you up there in fifteen minutes?”

			De Luca grinned again. “Perfect. You’d do well to listen to your mate, Andrew. He seems to know how to have a good time.”

			“Yes, he certainly keeps me on my toes,” Park said mildly. Cooper plastered a large smile on his own face.

			After they’d left, Park turned to him. “One man’s fun is another man’s intensely risky, harebrained, foolhardy—” He cut himself off. “De Luca is dangerous for reasons completely outside this investigation, suspicious of us and clearly after something.”

			“Which is exactly why we go along with his little fact-finding mission. De Luca is also a man not accustomed to people defying him. So when you tell him no, he’s just going to become more suspicious. You’re too similar to see it.”

			Park looked offended. “I’m nothing like him.”

			“In the sense that he’s a man used to being feared and pandered to, yes, you are. When was the last time you agreed to something you didn’t want to do for no other reason than to appease someone else?”

			“Ten seconds ago. Maybe you missed it. It was when you called me babe and told me we were going hot-tubbing with the territorial De Luca pack’s two most dangerous lieutenants.”

			“If this is you agreeing, we’ve got a lot of work to do,” Cooper murmured. “Come on. You said yourself, it’s a little too big a coincidence that they showed up this weekend. We need to find out why they’re here and what they know.”

			Park bit at the scar on his lip. “Okay, you’re right. But do me a favor: let me take the lead in there.”

			“When do I ever try to take over the lead?”

			“I’m going to let Dr. Joyce deal with that blatant denial problem you’ve got,” Park said, and Cooper huffed. “These aren’t just any wolves, Cooper. The De Luca family isn’t as established as mine, but they rose to power quickly because they’re tough. Celia De Luca has a reputation for being fair. So fair that she’ll watch you drown because it would be an unfair advantage to help anyone outside her own pack. These aren’t people you want to piss off.”

			“Why, Mr. Preston,” Cooper said. “What on earth do you think is going to happen in this hot tub?”

			“I think you’re going to keep me on my toes,” Park said resignedly.

			“Maybe. But later I promise I’ll let you keep me on mine.” Cooper winked.

			
 
			If there were other guests venturing out of their cabins to socialize while the storm raged on, Cooper didn’t see any. The spa area of the lodge was deserted, though the lights were set to their relaxing dim and soothing music drifted through speakers, so he didn’t feel quite like they were breaking in.

			De Luca and Terradas had brought a bottle of sparkling wine and plastic cups, and were drinking in the hot tub when Park and Cooper arrived. The muggy air of the pool room felt blissful after the chilled rain that had whipped them the entire walk from the cabin.

			“Finally!” De Luca said, toasting them. “We were beginning to worry you’d blown away.” He had taken his glasses off and it made his face look different, older and sharper. Cooper could clearly see him studying Park strip in that same calculating way as before, eyeing his strong body and myriad of scars. So intent was he on Park that Cooper nearly made it down to his bathing suit and into the tub without attention until Terradas touched De Luca and murmured something, drawing his attention to the scars on Cooper’s stomach.

			De Luca was visibly taken aback. “Oh, you poor thing. What happened?” he asked.

			“It was a long time ago. Mugging,” Cooper said dismissively, quickly sliding into the water, slow adjustment to the heat be damned. The less time spent studying his body, the better. Park, on the other hand, stayed perched on the edge, intentionally or not forcing everyone to look up at him.

			“Did you know him then?” Terradas asked Park, in his quiet but beautifully melodic voice.

			“No, it was before we met,” he replied.

			“Hmm, did the police ever catch the mugger?” De Luca looked slyly between the two of them. “Or did anyone...catch him?”

			“Not that I know of,” Cooper said quickly. Under the water he wrapped a hand around Park’s ankle.

			“How terrible,” De Luca said, though he sounded a bit like he’d just heard a wonderfully titillating ghost story. “Though, on the bright side, I suppose you were already aware of our kind by the time Andrew came along.”

			“Oh, right,” Cooper said, surprised. He was vaguely offended by the “bright side” comment but ignored it. Mostly he was just struck by the thought of meeting and falling in love with Park if he hadn’t been attacked and hadn’t learned of werewolves’ existence. If he hadn’t been working for the BSI. When would Park have even told him something like that? I’m a Scorpio. Werewolves are real and I’m perhaps the most infamous one of them all. I have a big ole sweet tooth. No, not exactly first-date conversation. But would he have said something before they lived together? After?

			“You were not afraid?” Terradas asked. He was sitting very close to De Luca. They were practically in each other’s laps. “With such a violent introduction to our kind, how could you know it would not happen again?”

			Beside him Park shifted and then eased himself into the water and onto the bench beside Cooper. The tension and annoyance in his body responsible for half the steam rising from the tub, at least. “No, I wasn’t afraid,” Cooper said distractedly, ignoring the second question which felt way too weighted. “That wouldn’t be fair.”

			“Not fair, no, but—” Terradas shrugged in that such is life sort of way.

			“Kyle is very brave,” De Luca said, chastising his partner. “Look at him. He just found a dead man and he’s not the least bit shaken.” Cooper started to protest, but De Luca spoke over him. “Any idea what happened?”

			“I don’t think we should be talking about it,” Park said.

			“Don’t talk about it? You make it sound like it might be criminal,” De Luca said, observantly. “Was it not an accident?”

			“I have no idea.”

			“Who would want to hurt him?” De Luca fired back.

			“I didn’t even know the man.”

			“But you fought with him just this afternoon.”

			Park glanced at Cooper, clearly startled. “I didn’t.”

			“No?” De Luca cocked his head, a caricature of confusion. “That’s not what the masseuse, Reggie, said. She’s been telling everyone how nobly you distracted the ranger while she struggled to not lose control of her shift.”

			From the rapid back-and-forth mere seconds ago, De Luca had suddenly slowed to something lazy and vaguely dangerous. All of Cooper’s senses were on high alert.

			“Being a distraction and fighting are hardly the same,” Park said carefully.

			“Of course not,” De Luca agreed. “But young Miss Reggie also said the human ranger put his hands on you.” He ran his own hand over the surface of the water. “Was she lying?”

			“It was nothing,” Park said dismissively. “He’s a weak man desperate to feel in charge.”

			“Not anymore,” De Luca said, bluntly. “Luckily for poor, dear Paul.”

			“Is that why Paul invited you here?” Cooper asked, and felt more than heard Park’s fond but exasperated sigh beside him. Across from them, De Luca and Terradas had frozen, surprised, and even the water itself seemed to smooth and quiet.

			“Sorry.” Cooper laughed self-deprecatingly. “Maybe I’m wrong. I’m new to all this. I just thought that was the reason for this ‘big packs controlling little packs’ stuff. Protection.” He blinked, face fixed in perfect innocent confusion and felt Park’s hand settle on his thigh under the water in a “wait” gesture.

			“No, you’re not wrong,” De Luca said eventually. “Paul did ask us up here a week ago. He was interested in pledging the retreat to my sister, but as it turns out his mate, Vanessa, was not. And now it seems any threat they might have felt from the law has driven off the road.”

			“He’s hardly the only officer around,” Park said evenly. “If anything, there will be an even greater investigation now.”

			“I disagree,” De Luca said. “Not if it really was an accident.”

			“Enough,” Terradas scolded. “How morbid we’ve gotten. This is not relaxing conversation at all. And before you’ve had a sip of drink. Daniel, get them wine.”

			De Luca laughed. “You’re right, my love. How rude of me.” He leaned over the edge of the tub to refill their own cups and pour two more. Cooper couldn’t help but notice he didn’t appear to be wearing a bathing suit. Whether that was because wolves were generally less concerned with nudity—they had to be, they were constantly needing to get naked around each other—or because Cooper had completely misinterpreted the nature of this invite was unclear.

			He resisted looking wide-eyed at Park, and tried to play it cool. Like he too was an adult man who often found himself spending casual naked time at spas with other adult men. Yeah, casual.

			De Luca handed them wine and Cooper took a deep drink. “What about yourselves?” Terradas asked. “How did you meet?” He rested his arm around De Luca and began to lightly pet his arm.

			Park gave them their spiel about working at the college. Cooper occasionally added a nod or smile, but for the most part he drifted into quiet contemplation of what De Luca had said about Paul. When exactly had Vanessa discovered what Paul had done? Had it been him she was arguing with in the office that morning? Or was it later, when Beck was driving off with the conveniently appearing evidence that threatened to push them into the arms of the De Lucas?

			Eventually, talk shifted to gossip about nearby rebel packs, something Cooper didn’t understand nearly well enough to add to, and so he continued to stay quiet. Apparently, there was talk that a number of rebel wolves had gone missing. Runaways rebel packs couldn’t track down, and that was being blamed on the De Lucas.

			“As if we were sneaking around at night picking off a rebel every couple of months,” De Luca scoffed.

			Cooper considered the alarming possibility that these were victims related to their own case. But the MO was so different it seemed unlikely. The retreat already had enough trouble on its hands between the law, property disputes and backstabbing spouses, without adding abduction of rebel wolves to the mix.

			Paul was trying to give control of this place over to the biggest ruling pack around behind Vanessa’s back in exchange for protection from the prying eyes of Beck. She resisted and now the ranger was dead. There was certainly a theory or two in there. But how did Kreuger and Llcaj fit into it? Even if the retreat became part of the De Luca territory, how would that affect Nielsen’s plan to sell to Monty?

			Vanessa seemed to be fending off people from taking the property from all angles: her partner, her brother, the De Lucas, Monty. A property she herself had once been desperate to never see again. A place she couldn’t afford to keep as staff came in and out like a revolving door. Again, Cooper wondered what had changed her mind. And what she would do to keep this place.

			He was startled out of his thoughts when Park’s arm wrapped around his back and Cooper realized that the others were looking at him expectantly. “God, I’m sorry,” he said. “I was drifting off there.”

			“You’ve had a terribly long day,” De Luca said sympathetically. At some point in the last fifteen minutes, he had moved and was a hundred percent in Terradas’s lap now. Terradas’s hand was brushing up and down his chest.

			Cooper felt himself blushing a bit and looked to Park, who smiled neutrally. Still, there was something in the tightness at the corner of his eyes and the way his hand flexed against Cooper’s body that indicated something was bothering him.

			“I was just saying to Andrew, I dated a human once,” De Luca said.

			“Oh,” Cooper said. “Okay...?” And he was supposed to do what with this information exactly? Offer a high five?

			“It was she who ended it,” he continued. “It turned out there were just too many different expectations. She needed to be with her own kind.” He bumped his cheek against Terradas’s. “Things have a way of working out, obviously. And goodness knows I wish her well, but I wonder, do you ever feel doubt?”

			“Doubt?” Cooper repeated, confused.

			“As long as you and he are together, you’re forced to take part in our world. The secrets, the lies, conversations like this—” he gestured with his wine cup “—rebel packs, threat of discovery, choosing who to follow for protection, choosing the location of your home because of whose territory it falls in. We were born to it, would not be the same people if we did not live these experiences every day. But you’re an outsider visiting. You always will be. And you’ll always have that option of an out. A life free of us and our customs and difficulties. So—” he shrugged “—for my own personal closure, do you ever feel doubt?”

			There was a long pause, the only sound, the gurgle of the tub jets and a gentle, melancholic jazz singer contemplating how close love and hate could be.

			Cooper looked at Park again, but this time Park didn’t meet his eyes. His gaze was straight ahead, somewhere in the middle space, like he wasn’t even listening. Cooper believed that was true like he believed De Luca was raising this question for the mere sake of closure.

			“I feel doubt that I can be the person Andrew deserves. I feel doubt because as an outsider I’m intruding in places and on people I shouldn’t. But doubt for myself? Because it’s inconvenient? I might as well decide to never look at the stars again because sometimes it gets cold at night.”

			“Well, isn’t that sweet,” De Luca said.

			“Very dramatic,” Terradas murmured, but didn’t look too critical. In fact he began to pull his partner into a kiss.

			The only opinion Cooper was really interested in was Park’s, though. He was still facing away from him, but there was a small smile on his lips, and he was glancing up at Cooper through his lashes. Cooper bumped his shoulder against Park’s, and Park bumped him back.

			When Cooper looked back up, De Luca and Terradas were kissing in a slightly more intimate way than one would generally expect in public. It was at once a little uncomfortable to watch and difficult to look away. He shifted a bit.

			When they separated De Luca whispered something into Terradas’s ear that made him smile and look at Cooper curiously. Cooper had no shot of hearing it, but whatever it was made Park cough suddenly and his hand press firmly into the crook of Cooper’s thigh.

			“No,” Park said sharply. “That’s not how this works.”

			“Are you sure?” De Luca said. “I guarantee Kyle will see more of those stars he likes so much.”

			“I’m sure it’s not me you should be asking,” Park said. His voice was a little tight, like he was holding back anger. “Kyle can speak for himself.”

			“Oh, no, thank you,” Cooper said.

			“You don’t even know what we’re offering,” De Luca said with a faux pout.

			“Well, I can only think of a couple of ways to see stars and I don’t think that’s a telescope you’re sitting on,” Cooper said.

			De Luca looked a little offended, but Terradas laughed. “Come,” he said, pressing a kiss to De Luca’s temple. “Let’s go to bed.”

			They got themselves up and out of the tub while being a little more touchy-feely than was strictly necessary, Terradas helping De Luca out with a steadying hand running up his inner thigh. They were indeed both au naturel, and Cooper politely looked away at the wall of windows. It was so dark by now all he could see of the storm was the occasional twig of still-living leaves flung against the glass. He couldn’t even differentiate the sound of rain from the running water inside.

			“There’s so much more I want to talk about,” De Luca said, wrapping himself in a large, fluffy robe. “Come meet us at the pool tomorrow morning. And don’t stay up too late,” he added slyly.

			With that, they collected the empty bottle and exited the room.

			“I think that went quite well,” Cooper said when he’d waited long enough for De Luca and Terradas to make it well out of earshot. “We picked up some key information and survived with no damage done, cover intact and ego boosted, I must say.”

			Park rolled his eyes. “You could probably still catch up to them if you want.”

			Cooper hoisted himself up on the edge of the tub, the cool air after so long in the water was both startling and a relief. “I try not to mix pleasure with business,” he said archly.

			Park smiled up at him. “What a pity.”

			“I was referring more to sexcapades with suspects,” Cooper amended hastily. “I’m sure I could pencil you in for a meeting.”

			“No, no,” Park said. “I wouldn’t want to distract you.” He stood abruptly on the bench, water streaming off him, reversing their relative positions and leaving Cooper eye-level with his belly button.

			“You’re looking very flushed, Mr. Davis,” Park said. “C’mon. We’ve been in here much too long.”

			That Cooper could agree with. He took Park’s proffered hand and stood, climbing out of the tub. His limbs felt loose, almost floaty after the heat of the water, and he stumbled over the tiles walking to the dressing room.

			Park’s arm wrapped around his waist, steadying him. “All right?”

			“Yes, of course,” Cooper said, and pressed himself against Park’s side, soaking in his warmth. He felt bone-deep longing to be close to him. To feel his touch and touch him in return. The adrenaline and violence and vulnerability of the day had scraped him raw and left him quivering. Watching De Luca and Terradas touch and tease each other had left him vaguely aroused, aware. The combination was exhausting. He tucked his face into Park’s neck and inhaled the smell of chlorine.

			“Shower,” Park said, guiding him through the locker and snagging a couple of fluffy towels and supplies. Under his breath he added, “God knows what was happening under the water.”

			Cooper allowed himself to be pushed. “Fine. But stay with me? Please.”

			“If I must.” Park sounded amused. He led Cooper into one of the large stone stalls that was nearly the size of their cabin’s bathroom, had two showerheads and an inviting-looking flat stone bench.

			“Help me slip into something a little more comfortable?” Cooper said innocently, holding his arms out to the side.

			“So demanding,” Park sighed even as he reached to comply. His hands fumbled slightly at the waistband of the suit but carefully eased the wet fabric down Cooper’s body without touching his half-hard dick too much. He turned the shower on, testing the temperature and then eased Cooper under the spray.

			Cooper groaned. There was something about clean, fresh water after marinating in chlorine that felt delicious. He opened one of the bottles of body wash Park had brought in, releasing a fragrant smell of eucalyptus, and poured a generous amount over his hands, rubbing it all over his skin and scrubbing the sticky layer of chemicals off.

			It took a while, but eventually Cooper realized Park was no longer at his side. When he looked for him, Cooper found Park leaning against the opposite wall of the shower, watching him with dark eyes. Park’s mouth crooked in a half smile at being caught out.

			Cooper continued to soap himself down, watching Park watch him, and felt the indistinct sense of arousal clarify, grow hotter and brighter. Park looked utterly relaxed and content. It highlighted just how on edge he’d been in the tub, before.

			“What did De Luca whisper to Terradas?” Cooper asked, abruptly curious.

			Park looked confused for a moment, then faintly embarrassed. “You know what. He wanted to have sex with you.”

			“That’s specifically what he said?” Cooper asked. “I’m asking for my own closure,” he added mischievously.

			Park smiled, but there was an underlying echo of that same annoyance bordering on anger from before. “He might have been a tad more specific about who was taking turns on you and how.”

			“You’re not jealous,” Cooper said in disbelief. That wasn’t really Park’s style at all.

			“No,” Park agreed. He paused. “It was the phrasing of it,” he said finally, in a rush. “He wanted me to lend you out. Like a fucking blender. Like it was up to me.”

			Cooper blinked rapidly, caught off guard by the complicated and varied surge of emotions he felt in response. “That’s a bit...why would he think we’d be interested?”

			“I’m sure he gets offers from people trying to win favor and goodwill. I have,” he added darkly.

			Cooper felt even more shocked than before. “People tried to barter off their spouses to you, Indecent Proposal-style?”

			“Something like that. Occasionally. Apparently, De Luca expected something similar from us. In exchange for what, I don’t know.” Park’s body was very still and tense, clearly still pissed off about it. “I’m sorry.”

			“I’m not upset,” Cooper said. “They can think what they want to.”

			Park’s brow furrowed. “I hope you know I would never take advantage of someone who was desperate and being exploited like that.”

			“I wouldn’t love you if you did,” Cooper said. He leaned back against the stone wall to the side of the spray and stretched lazily, feeling his heat-soft muscles ache. “But seeing as we both know that would never happen in real life... I’m a little curious what you’d do if you had just negotiated a night with me to do anything you want, carte blanche. Hypothetically, of course.”

			Park raised an eyebrow and moved slowly toward Cooper. “Mmmm. Anything I want?”

			He was very close to him now. So close Cooper could feel the heat of his body, and his skin prickled as if trying to close the distance between them.

			Park put his hand against the wall by Cooper’s head and bent slightly to whisper in his ear. “First I’d pick you up, kicking and screaming, and throw you into bed. Then I’d crawl in beside you and pull the covers up and say goodnight because we’ve both had a terribly long day and need sleep.”

			Cooper made a face, and Park laughed and pecked him a quick kiss. “But hypothetically?” He dragged his thumb across Cooper’s mouth, retracing his path. This time he slipped it between Cooper’s parted lips.

			“Something like this, probably,” Park murmured. Cooper shuddered and squirmed a bit and Park’s other hand moved up to his chest, pinning him against the wall, the stones rough but cool on his back. “Don’t move.”

			Cooper pulled his mouth off Park’s thumb. “Then how am I supposed to seduce you?”

			“You’ve been seducing me since the first moment I saw you,” Park said. “Consider me thoroughly—” he kissed him, a light brushing of lips that ended in a soft nip “—utterly—” Park kissed him again, more deeply, moving to cup the back of Cooper’s head and protect it from the stones “—seduced,” he finished, resisting Cooper greedily trying to pull him back for more.

			Instead, Park gripped the back of Cooper’s thigh and hiked his leg up over his hip, forcing Cooper to balance on the ball of one foot. “I think you said something about staying on your toes.” He ground teasingly against him, studying Cooper’s reactions. “Now it’s my turn to do what I want while you just move where I move you, do what I tell you and take what I give you. Yes?” Park checked, thumb rubbing a gentle circle against his hip.

			“Yes.” Cooper nodded eagerly.

			“Good. Thank you.”

			Park’s hand traveled slowly from Cooper’s hip, down his thigh, around the back and then up to stroke lightly at the inner-under curve of his ass. Cooper jerked at the touch that treaded the line between ticklish and arousing. His standing leg was beginning to tremble from holding the balance.

			“Shhh shhh shhh,” Park said, and it was only then that Cooper realized he’d been making little whimpering sounds. He bit his lip and pressed the back of his head against the stone to stay focused.

			Park’s touch was becoming more firm and purposeful, massaging Cooper’s taint. “Sore?”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” Cooper said innocently. “This is the first time we’ve ever fucked. I barely even know you.”

			“Ah. Of course,” Park said, then pressed two fingers up against Cooper’s hole. “But someone’s certainly had at you. Recently and hard.”

			Cooper shuddered and his leg finally gave out. Park caught him easily and hoisted him up, both legs bent up and off the ground now, wrapping a little awkwardly around Park’s waist.

			“Hold on to me while I finish getting you ready,” Park said, and Cooper obediently clung to his shoulders, fingers digging into the muscles there. With some maneuvering, Park managed to slick his fingers with the single-use lube he’d apparently grabbed from the dressing room and work them gently inside of Cooper. “My god, you open up easy, don’t you? What, do you just get passed around from cock to cock all day?”

			Cooper groaned and started to hump Park’s hand as best he could in this position.

			“Is that what you are? A hole to be used? A plaything to be rented out?”

			Cooper choked on his answer and his fingers dragged down Park’s back, unable to hold himself up anymore. Park carefully but quickly put him down and spun him around on the wet tiles. “Face the wall. Hands up.”

			Park guided one of Cooper’s legs back up so his foot was planted on the bench and he was bending over and gripping the stones.

			“Let’s see, then,” Park said, taking a couple steps back to survey him.

			Cooper looked over his shoulder with his best timid expression and hesitantly reached back to tug one cheek to the side. Park’s eyes flickered.

			“Since the first moment I saw you, I knew I wanted you,” Park said thoughtfully. “The way you smell, the way you look, the way you blushed so prettily when you spilled coffee all over yourself. I thought, I’m going to fuck this man and make him blush and squirm beneath me all night.”

			Cooper shuddered. “Oliver.”

			“The more I saw you, the more I wanted you. So sharp and prickly, like a wild animal snapping at whatever dares touch you, until you think no one is looking. That’s the only time you go completely still, deep in thought, sweet and safe...” Park trailed off. “Now you’re finally mine to touch. However I want. At least for tonight.”

			“Yes, any way.” Cooper rolled his back leadingly, begging. He might say any way, but there was one type of touch he was craving more than anything else. “Please, just ple-ease.” His voice cracked slightly on the last word.

			Park stalked forward like he couldn’t hold back anymore, slicking himself as he went, and knocked Cooper’s hand out of the way. Gripping Cooper’s hip, he guided himself inside, more gently than his jerky movements would imply.

			Cooper trembled and spasmed around his cock, tightening reflexively and prompting Park to curse. “Easy. Be good for me now.” He slapped his ass lightly, then massaged the flesh. “That’s it.”

			Cooper exhaled, sinking back onto Park. Felt a lingering, affectionate kiss pressed behind his ear.

			“Okay?”

			“Yes. Mmm, ready.”

			“Then show me what an experienced slut like you can do. Come on. Earn your fucking.”

			Cooper pushed back, riding Park, enjoying the teasing drag and punch of taking him slow and deep. Park’s big hands roamed his torso gripping his waist, belly and chest, mapping every dip and plane like it was the first time, claiming every inch of skin as his.

			Cooper reached over his own shoulder, elbow up, to pull Park’s head closer to his own and hear his ragged breathing right against his ear. Park’s hand dragged all the way up Cooper’s body to grip his throat, just under the chin, forcing him to look up.

			“You look so pretty spitted on my dick,” he said, and Cooper’s eyes fluttered shut.

			“Please,” he choked. “I need—”

			Park took over and began to thrust, gaining speed and strength, holding Cooper in place with one hand on his throat and the other arm wrapped around his belly. The slapping sounds of flesh on flesh echoed against the tiles. Anyone who wandered past the showers would know exactly what was happening in there, and the thought made Cooper groan.

			“Don’t think I’ll give you back. Rather keep you for myself. My own personal whore.”

			He ran his hands adoringly up Cooper’s outstretched arms, down his chest and lightly covered the scars on his belly, rubbing over them with his thumb.

			“Keep you forever,” he murmured, almost more to himself. “Safe.”

			Cooper laced his fingers through Park’s. “Yes.” He felt Park bury his face against the back of his neck and let out a shuddering sigh. His hand snaked down to grip Cooper’s dick and began to stroke him in time to his thrusts.

			“Cooper,” Park whispered over and over. “K-keep me, too. Please. Say you’ll—”

			“I’ll keep you,” Cooper gasped through his tight throat, eyes stinging. “You’re mine. You’ll always be mine.”

			Park dragged his teeth back and forth across Cooper’s skin and jerked him faster now. Cooper curled back compulsively onto Park, every muscle in his body tightening, drawing back as if taking one last inhale before diving. Park pulled Cooper’s bowing body back down hard onto his cock and with an almost pained sigh, pumped his release inside of him deep. This tipped Cooper over the edge and he came over Park’s hand, raising up onto his toes higher than he could imagine going, but riding the crest of orgasm, he was beyond pain’s reach.

			When his muscles suddenly relaxed, Park caught him, supporting him. For a long moment, all Cooper could focus on was the sound of water hitting tile in a soothing shush.

			Eventually he realized his and Park’s hands were still loosely interlaced over Cooper’s belly. He tightened his grip and snuggled back toward Park’s body as best he could without rushing the inevitable disengagement. When Cooper shivered, Park shuffled them both under the hot water, and there they kissed, lazily. Combined with the water, it was a little tricky to breathe.

			Oh well, Cooper thought, brain fuzzy with pleasure. He’d spent thirty-seven years breathing already. Right now, in this moment, he had more important things to do.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Cooper tried not to look too guilty as he and Park returned to the spa bright and early the next morning. They’d had a quick breakfast in a near-deserted dining hall. It seemed many of the guests were reluctant to leave their cabins in the storm. The rain was as torrential as the night before, but there was the definite feeling that this was just a short reprieve before it got bad once more. Something about the way sound moved oddly in the air and the sky was still a sickly greenish-gray.

			If they weren’t technically working, Cooper would have opted to stay in the cabin under the covers himself. As it was, he and Park had decided that they needed to talk to Reggie about the missing Llcaj and what exactly had gone down between them and how Kreuger was involved. Even if that meant sitting through another pool trip with De Luca and Terradas, neither of whom Park was particularly keen to interact with again.

			But they saw no one as they walked down the hall toward the larger massage room. From the foggy glass, Cooper could tell someone was in the steam room and the massage room door was closed. Presumably Reggie was already teaching another couple the fine art of yanking bones from sockets.

			Cooper and Park entered the dressing room to wait and found it quite cold and the secret door to the basement ominously wide-open.

			“That can’t be good,” Cooper said.

			“Maybe someone’s working on getting the electricity back on?” Park suggested doubtfully.

			They exchanged looks and Cooper grabbed a fluffy white towel and tossed it on the first step so that the door couldn’t blow shut behind them. Carefully they crept downstairs.

			The other exit leading outside was also open and the papers on Kreuger’s desk fluttered angrily in the wind. But no one was there.

			“I don’t like this,” Cooper said, looking around. “It doesn’t feel right.”

			Park was looking around. “Nothing out of place,” he said, then closed the door, cutting off the howling wind and light rain. “What would they need to come back here for?”

			“The map?” Cooper said. Park nodded at him, and together they quickly removed the mess from the desk and checked the leg. The map was still there.

			“Damn. Maybe someone was just passing through,” Cooper said, replacing the papers on the desk. “It’s not like it’s a secret. Not from the staff at least. And Nielsen certainly likes to creep around the back passages.” He hesitated, then reshuffled through the papers on the desk. “You know, I don’t see those bills. The ones for Iaso Supply. Do you?”

			Park flipped through his own piles. “No, me neither. But why would someone take it?”

			“Vanessa covering her tracks?”

			Park hummed in possible agreement. After a minute he said, “Her name was Claymont on that bill. It must be Claymont legally.”

			“Yeah it is, I saw her prescription pad. Why?”

			“Just weird, isn’t it? Her name was probably Nielsen. But now it’s legally Claymont.”

			“Probably,” Cooper said slowly, confused as to where Park was going with this. “Why is it weird that she took his name when they got married?”

			Now it was Park’s turn to look bewildered. “How do you know they’re married?”

			Cooper hesitated. Was he being ridiculously old-fashioned? “I guess I just...assumed. I’m sorry, is that bad?”

			Park shook his head, expression clear again. “No, I understand why you might have thought so, but I doubt they are. It’s a very human ritual, marriage. We don’t go in for it, really.”

			He continued putting papers back on the desk. “We’ve talked about that before, haven’t we? Wolves tend to just take the last name of their pack. But only casually, nothing official. And who adopts what has nothing to do with gender or what have you. When I saw her name was Claymont on the bills legally, I assumed Paul must have been the one to adopt the Claymont name in social situations and that his own legal last name was still something else. But now it seems it was her who made the switch, not just casually—she actually went through the trouble of making a legal change, completely dissociating from the name Nielsen. I wonder why.”

			“I didn’t realize—” Cooper shook his head, heart beating very fast, not yet able to ponder Park’s logic or the reasons Vanessa might have distanced herself from her past. “I feel like I’ve heard you say wife or husband before.”

			“Well, I can hardly go around referring to everyone and their mate, can I?” Park laughed.

			Cooper didn’t feel like laughing. “So that’s it. Wolves never marry.”

			Park shrugged. “I wouldn’t say never. My aunt Lorelei and uncle Tim were married and divorced, but you met them. They’re...offbeat. It’s rare, for sure.”

			Cooper turned away from Park and ran a hand over his face. Considering he’d only had the idea to propose less than twenty-four hours ago, it was ridiculous to be getting this upset about it.

			“What’s wrong?” Park asked. “Did—did something happen?”

			He sounded very hesitant, and Cooper realized Park thought this might be related to the PTSD thing. Cooper set aside the surge of annoyance at that. It was hardly Park’s fault.

			“Nothing’s wrong. Anything else here or can we go back upstairs now?”

			“Of course,” Park said gently, still studying him. Cooper wished he wouldn’t. It was well-meaning, but sometimes one just needed the time to freak out in private and then have a mature, adult conversation with their partner.

			They returned to the dressing room, but it was still deserted and the massage room door was still closed. Frustrated with the lack of distraction, Cooper wandered around in a circle, looking everywhere but at Park.

			You didn’t understand what De Luca meant by different expectations. Well, here you go, he reminded himself viciously. Pull it together before you freak him out.

			On his second trip past the steam room, he noticed the timer on the outside hadn’t appeared to have moved. Cooper took a closer look, shoving thoughts of broken engagements that never even really existed deep, deep down and out of sight. He would go full Miss Havisham another time—there was a murderer afoot.

			Cooper cleared his throat. “Check this out,” he said to Park. “Someone’s jammed this timer.” He pointed with his pinky to a pink nub of rubber, like the eraser of a pencil that had been shoved under the plastic knob, preventing it from clicking down.

			“Someone needs more than twenty-five minutes to...steam?”

			Cooper made a face, and Park knocked loudly on the door. “Hello?” he called. “Everyone all right in there?”

			There was no answer. Park knocked again, this time with the side of his fist, making the glass tremble. “Hello!” he yelled. “I’m coming in!”

			Park shook his head at Cooper, then pulled the heavy door open. An intensely thick cloud of steam billowed out, making them both cough and step back. As soon as it was slightly more clear, they stepped forward, waving uselessly at it and coughing.

			Through the haze, Cooper could see a fully dressed figure draped over the center pillar, half kneeling. The light sphere was set to the forest scene and the shadowy images of tree branches and birds covered half the ceiling, while the other half was the round, dark shape of the fallen figure’s head.

			“Hello?” Cooper asked instinctually, foolishly, and rushed closer.

			There was no response. There never would be. The fallen body was Jack Nielsen and he was very much dead.

			Cooper let out a shuddering breath. “Shit,” he whispered. Then said it about ten more times for good measure.

			To be absolutely certain, Cooper checked his pulse, flinching a little at the wet, warm skin. Recently alive or an effect of the steam? Carefully, trying not to move the body too much, Cooper looked for cause of death. There was a gash on the forehead and a corresponding bloodstain on the pillar. Had he slipped on the wet tiles and hit the stone coming down? Very possibly. Except for that damn coincidence thing again.

			“Poor Nielsen,” Park murmured.

			Cooper agreed. Just because Nielsen was in his top running of suspects two minutes ago didn’t mean he couldn’t feel great sadness for the man’s death. Nielsen would never make it out of these mountains after all. How could you adequately capture the monumental unfairness of that? The utter cruelty of it. A whole life spent trapped, cut short on the verge of breaking free. You couldn’t.

			“Monty won’t be happy,” he said instead.

			“No,” Park said. “I guess this means the retreat is safe from her.”

			“And the De Lucas?”

			“On the contrary. Beck died in a storm off property. But I don’t see how they can avoid a criminal investigation this time. It seems Paul’s got a case for handing over control once more.”

			“This time we should ask Mutya to take a look at the body to see if she can determine the cause of death. Head bashed in, but—”

			Behind them came a whoosh and a blast of cold air as the spa door opened once more.

			“What the hell—” Jimmy managed to get out before Lisa beside him, wrapped in a towel, started to scream.

			“He’s dead! Oh my god, he’s dead!” she cried.

			“Fucking hell,” Park muttered.

			From somewhere behind them in the spa hallway, Cooper could hear others, footsteps and concerned voices, drawn by the screams.

			“What’s going on?”

			“Who’s dead?”

			“Who’s in there?”

			Park started to move out of the steam room past the gasping Lisa, but Jimmy snarled and pushed at him. “Don’t you come near her,” he snapped, flashing his teeth.

			Cooper froze, shocked, but Park just stood his ground, calmly. “Then please get out of our way,” he said.

			It might have been a tense moment, but Lisa was already turning and rushing away, practically tripping over herself in her panicked haste. With an angry look, Jimmy hurried after her, freeing the door. Park exited the steam room and Cooper followed, taking a deep, blissful breath of cool air, and wiped inefficiently at the sweat dripping into his eyes before looking around at just how many people Lisa’s screams had summoned.

			It took a moment to adjust to the different light. Jimmy, Lisa and Reggie had clearly just been in the smaller massage room together. The couple was half undressed and their skin—along with Reggie’s hands—was still slick with oil. All three of them now stood at the end of the hall by the dressing room. At the other end was Dr. Joyce, shirt rumpled and half-buttoned like he’d just been starting his morning. Standing beside him was Paul, soaked through and wide-eyed as ever. De Luca and Terradas had pushed themselves to the front—Cooper wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing—and behind them all he could just see three other curious couples. Yvette and Angela were one, along with another two pairs he’d hardly spoken to and whose names he couldn’t remember. Well, they were all certainly going to remember him after this.

			“What’s going on?” Paul asked. “Did she say someone is dead?”

			“Where’s Vanessa?” Cooper asked.

			“Collecting guests from the cabins.” Paul looked confused. His eyes darted to the closed steam room door. “The storm’s going to get worse than we thought. We’re going to shelter here, together today. What’s going on?”

			“I’m afraid there’s been an accident,” Cooper said, and immediately got the sense of déjà vu. “Mr. Nielsen is dead.”

			There were some gasps at that. Paul, though, looked oddly blank. “I need to tell Vee,” he said. “I—she needs to know.”

			“What happened?” De Luca asked sharply.

			“I’ll tell you what happened,” Jimmy said loudly, moving into the center of attention once more. “I heard them talking. Bashed his head in. Murdered. By him!” He pointed at Park.

			The hallway went deathly silent, but Park just rolled his eyes.

			“That’s a serious accusation,” Terradas said quietly.

			“I have proof, sir,” Jimmy said. “Yesterday he fought with that ranger and now he’s dead. Yesterday I heard Paul warning Nielsen to stay away from that human.” He pointed at Cooper. “He said he better not walk in on them fucking again. Now today Nielsen is dead.”

			Cooper choked, outraged. “We were not—”

			But Park just grabbed his hand and shook his head. He didn’t look the least bit concerned or inquisitive, and Cooper relaxed.

			“Again?” De Luca repeated, sounding vaguely delighted. “And to think, you nearly had me with your I don’t have doubts, show me the stars nonsense.”

			Paul cleared his throat. “I didn’t actually say—”

			Terradas cut him off with a wave of his hand. “Just because Andrew quarreled with both men doesn’t mean he killed them.” He sounded bored, again, almost disappointed, and Jimmy’s smug air began to dissipate as he panicked. His body trembled oddly—a vibration that seemed to originate in his shoulder blades and shook the hairs on his head, as if a train was passing overhead.

			“Jimmy, please,” Lisa murmured, looking very much like she would rather slip down the drain than be there anymore. “You’re upsetting yourself. Please, I just want to go back to the cabin.”

			Dr. Joyce stepped forward, stretching out his hand as if to tame a wild animal. “Jimmy, remember what we talked about. Deep breaths.”

			Jimmy ignored both him and Lisa, knocking Joyce’s hand aside. “You don’t believe me. All right. What—what about the fact that they brought a gun?” he said loudly.

			Terradas and De Luca exchanged coded glances, and Cooper felt Park’s hand tighten momentarily around his own. The hesitation seemed to invigorate Jimmy, so obviously desperate not to humiliate himself in front of these wolves who held such influence over his life, so full of resentment for Cooper and Park, who had captured Paul’s fawning and De Luca’s interest from the very first moment.

			“It was you who broke into our cabin?” Cooper realized out loud. “You stole my weapon?”

			Jimmy flushed bright red. “He admits it!” he yelled, pointing at Cooper. His fingernails had darkened and lengthened. Not precisely claws, but certainly not something one wanted coming at their eyes.

			Cooper flinched and stumbled over Park’s foot in his instinctual haste to get away. Park steadied him, squeezing his hand. Cooper inhaled deeply, concentrating on the distinctive smell of chlorine and Park’s familiar scent, the way it reminded him of last night. He felt a creeping shame at his overreaction, but no one seemed to have noticed except Park.

			“You searched their cabin?” Terradas was saying in disbelief.

			“They obviously came here up to no good and now two people are dead. Really, what else can you expect from a human-wolf couple? He’s a traitor to our kind.”

			The three watching couples didn’t like that and there was some muttering and awkward glances at Cooper.

			“That’s not fair.”

			“He’s gone too far.”

			“Asshole.”

			“Didn’t Kyle just save that guy’s mate?” Cooper heard Yvette say loudly.

			Jimmy could tell the group was turning against him once more and his whole body was shaking now, violently. Even Cooper could tell he was losing control of himself. The emotion, stress, anxiety and smell of death in the air, all triggering a self-defensive mechanism in his body that wanted to be more protected, more dangerous now.

			“I’ve seen them both sneaking around when they think no one’s looking. Lying. Up to no good. I felt it was my responsibility. To the De Luca pack. To protect your territory,” Jimmy added desperately, even as his own flesh began to betray him.

			Cooper didn’t like the glint in De Luca’s eyes. The way he seemed to be contemplating how to use Jimmy’s breakdown to his advantage.

			Abruptly, the lights dimmed to dark and then rose back to full brightness.

			“The generators are running down,” Dr. Joyce said, keeping both eyes on Jimmy’s unpredictable twitching and backing slowly away, out of his reach. He gently pulled Lisa with him.

			They weren’t the only ones. Cooper didn’t like the way the wolves were all pulling back, as if they could all sense some imminent explosion. The lights dipped to dim again.

			Park signaled to Paul, still standing eerily still, almost frozen in place. “I think we should get everyone out of this area, now,” he said.

			“Yes, of course,” Paul said quickly. “Um—”

			“Look at him, still giving orders!” Jimmy cried, furious. He turned jerkily on Park, getting in his space. “He doesn’t even belong here!” Jimmy’s clawed hand flung out as he spoke, aiming directly at Cooper’s face, and Park caught it in the air with a slap.

			“Get control of yourself,” Park said with deadly quiet.

			“Let...go...of...me...” Jimmy gasped out.

			What happened next Cooper wasn’t sure he could explain or even understand. Jimmy’s face and body just sort of...rippled. Like something swimming by just under the water’s surface. His shoulder snapped up with the sound of rock on rock.

			Cooper heard Park swear under his breath before he pushed Cooper behind him and away. The back of Cooper’s head hit the tile of the hallway wall, and the surprise of it knocked him out of staring, fascinated, at the way Jimmy’s body was slowly crumpling in on itself.

			“Are you going to do something?” Park demanded, and it took Cooper a moment to realize he was speaking to De Luca and Terradas. What he expected them to do exactly was beyond Cooper’s knowledge, but it didn’t look like that mattered anyway. The answer was no. They quite clearly planned to stand there and do nothing. Same as everyone else.

			“Jimmy!” Lisa cried from beside Joyce, but made no move toward him.

			“Oh, for fuck’s sake. Promise me you’ll stay out of the way,” Park said to Cooper, pulling his own shirt off, toeing off his shoes and ripping down his pants, causing the button to fly off and parts of the seams to tear loudly.

			Behind him, Jimmy was nearly “done.” Cooper glanced at him and then quickly looked away, swallowing a frightened sound. He wasn’t proud of it, but Jimmy’s shift was nothing near as clean as he’d seen of Park, or even Park’s sister before. The sight frightened him. Filled him with a deep animal sense of dread and wrong and no, that’s not supposed to be.

			“Promise,” Park repeated.

			“Yes,” Cooper said, throat dry. “But—”

			Park clicked his tongue, looking fondly exasperated. It was his utterly blasé attitude that was keeping Cooper, if not calm, at least too bewildered to be alarmed.

			With a last shake, Jimmy finally stood on all fours, fur the color of wet sand, and snarled and jerked toward Park, who turned and...

			Fell on him. Suddenly there were two wolves lying on the ground. The speed with which Park had shifted—particularly after watching Jimmy’s body resist the same changes—was alarming. And not just to an outsider like Cooper.

			Gasps echoed around the hall, and he could hear a few people in the back asking, “What happened? Where’d Andrew go?”

			Then Jimmy bucked up and Park, still tangled weirdly in his underwear, socks and one pant leg, wasn’t able to keep him from pulling out of his grasp. Jimmy slammed backward into the tiled wall, leaving a large crack and some shattered porcelain behind.

			Park clawed off his own remaining clothes, shredding them—besides the socks, which he didn’t appear to notice—just as Jimmy snarled and leapt for him again.

			“No!” Lisa called out, and Park turned to the side and knocked Jimmy back down like he was bumping a ball. He then clamped his mouth around Jimmy’s neck and flung him to his back, two paws resting over his torso, larger body pinning him. Jimmy stayed down, panting on his side.

			Just like that it was over. People began muttering excitedly again, passing the results down the hall. Terradas’s aloof expression had shattered. He looked shocked. De Luca, furious.

			“Who—What—” he choked on his frustration. If he’d been hoping for a hothead like Jimmy to show the retreat guests Park wasn’t all that special after all while maintaining his own supposed neutrality at the top, he’d sorely miscalculated.

			Park released Jimmy—who remained breathing heavily on the ground—and stood up. Or at least stood to all fours. He eyed De Luca for a long, tense moment and the room fell quiet once more, someone in the back shushing the others.

			Cooper held his breath, wondering what he would do if this, too, turned into a fight, but after a few seconds they both looked away. If there was some signal that brought the staring to an end, Cooper missed it. Didn’t know what to look for. All he knew was suddenly Park bounced on his front paws. He’d have looked a bit like a dog that wanted to play except for the loud clack that sounded, not when he hit the floor but when he was at the peak of the movement.

			Park did the bounce again, and this time when he rose, he kept rising into himself. Or rather into his skin. Standing behind him, it looked almost like shedding a fur coat that never quite hit the floor. Cooper swayed toward him, absurdly relieved, but didn’t move from his place against the wall.

			“Paul,” Park said, his voice a little looser sounding than usual with less enunciation. “Would you find Mutya and ask if she wouldn’t mind assisting us?” He nodded toward the steam room. A stark reminder of why they were all crammed into this space to begin with.

			“Of—of course,” Paul stammered.

			“Just a minute,” De Luca said, finding his voice at last. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you have no authority here.” He turned to the lingering Paul. “Now, I know we can’t reach the police in this storm, but I think the possibility we discussed yesterday—”

			“No,” Park said. “No one is taking over this territory today. Not until we determine who killed these two men and why.”

			“Are you implying I had something to do with this?” De Luca asked, ice-cold.

			“I’m saying I’d hate to see anyone turn this tragedy into an opportunity.”

			“How noble, if terribly misguided,” De Luca said tightly before turning again to Paul. “Accept my offer now or the De Luca pack will not provide the retreat protection when the humans investigate this crime.”

			“But I will,” Park said. Cooper inhaled softly.

			“You,” De Luca snapped. “What possible protection can you and your human mate offer them?”

			“The protection of my name: Oliver Park.”

			De Luca paled, swaying on his heels, and the watching crowd who had been pressing forward, squeezed up against each other for a better view, now tripped over themselves to fall back and get farther away. Even Terradas retreated a step before stopping.

			“The Shepherd,” De Luca breathed. “I didn’t know.”

			“But now you do,” Park said simply. “So any retaliation taken against anyone here for accepting my protection will be considered an attack on myself. Is that clear?” He looked extremely intimidating for a man standing totally naked except for one sock.

			De Luca seemed to be struggling to say something. Terradas put a hand on his arm and said, “I’m sure I can speak for the entire De Luca pack in saying no one wishes any ill on any Park and most certainly not yourself.”

			“I’m sure,” Park said dryly. “Now, unless anyone else has something to add, can I please go put some clothes on?”

			
 
			“My best guess is sudden cardiac arrest.” Mutya straightened from examining Nielsen’s body, prone on one of the massage tables. “Of course, my patients are usually alive, so I’m not willing to testify to that.”

			Cooper stood across from her, observing her examination. It was just the two of them in the room. Most of the guests were gathering in the lobby—gossiping, no doubt—while the staff fetched the stragglers and Paul broke the news of Nielsen’s death to Vanessa.

			Park—temporarily covered in a fluffy white robe Joyce had grabbed for him from the dressing room—had accompanied Lisa back to her cabin to collect the stolen weapon and retrieve some non-shredded clothes from his own suitcase. Jimmy, still in fur, had trotted beside them, head down and tail between his legs. Cooper had been nervous about the idea of them walking together, but Park insisted it was a nonissue.

			“We fought, I won, it’s over,” he’d said.

			“Rationally, maybe. But Jimmy didn’t exactly strike me as a peacekeeper.”

			“He has a hard time controlling his shift. But trust me, he’s defeated. He’s not in the headspace to instigate anything. Especially not with me. It’s more important that you and Mutya figure out what happened to Nielsen.”

			And so Cooper held a flashlight in the dim natural light from the window—generators fully off now—while Mutya examined the body. He hadn’t even had to reveal that he and Park were Trust agents to get her to help. He’d just asked and she’d agreed. Cooper wanted to believe it was because she, too, was determined to figure out what was going on and not that she was terrified of the Shepherd, but who knew? From what he could tell, none of the guests were daring to question Park’s—and by association, Cooper’s—decisions. Apparently giving his protection to the retreat had made Park a sort of impromptu, temporary sheriff, allowed to run a criminal investigation even without a badge.

			“What about the head wound?” Cooper asked.

			“Too shallow and not enough blood. Normally a head wound would bleed a lot. I’d say his heart had stopped before he even hit the stone.”

			“So he had a heart attack?”

			“Sudden cardiac arrest,” Mutya repeated. “Slight difference. Heart attack, there’s a blockage. Here I’d say he experienced some arrhythmia, which led to lack of oxygen, which led to dizziness, and bam. But this is ninety percent guesswork. I can’t say for sure without opening him up.” She looked at him sharply. “And I’m absolutely not doing that.”

			“No, no,” Cooper agreed. “Are you saying it was natural causes then?”

			“If he had some underlying condition, maybe, but I doubt it. Not with this.” She pulled Nielsen’s shirt aside and pointed with a gloved hand. Cooper stepped closer. There was a small, slightly bloody dot over his heart. “I’d say someone injected him with something. And not at all neatly or in a place you would try to inject them if you were actually trying to help.”

			“Could they have used an autoinjector?”

			“Sure, why not? That’d be easier, especially if it happened during a struggle. But again, I’m not a medical examiner. There is one other thing I think you should see, though.” She held up Nielsen’s pointer finger and pulled down the pad to reveal just below the nail. “Scar tissue. Old, and not related to COD, but weird, right?”

			“Some kind of torture?”

			“It certainly would have felt tortuous. They’re on all his fingers, left and right. Except his thumbs.” She gave him a significant look.

			“What?” Cooper asked. “What does that mean?”

			Mutya smiled faintly. The first genuine friendliness she’d shown since agreeing to help. “We don’t have thumbs. Not in fur, I mean. So no thumb claws in skin, either.”

			“So... Nielsen really was a wolf?” Cooper asked, shocked.

			“Definitely not,” Mutya said. “Besides, a true wolf wouldn’t have scars. Ours are our nails, not some kind of morally ambiguous science experiment shooting out of our skin.”

			“What are you saying,” Cooper said, feeling a little ill. “That he tried to...make his own?”

			“Maybe. Though that’s a tricky thing to do to yourself. These are all exactly uniform and perfectly healed. Surgical. Done by someone with experience stitching. Even if it clearly didn’t work.”

			“God,” Cooper whispered, his hand over his mouth. “But why?”

			Mutya shrugged and began to respond when she was interrupted.

			“Oh,” a woman’s voice said from across the room, and they both turned quickly to catch Reggie standing in the doorway, staring at Nielsen. Her eyes were red but dry and her voice shook as she spoke. “I—Sorry to interrupt, but I was—I’m looking for the Shepherd. Please.”

			Cooper glanced at Mutya, whose expression had turned professionally blank once more. “He’s not back yet. What do you need him for?”

			She gathered herself together and stood a little straighter, lifting her chin. “I’d like to make a confession. I did it. I killed those men. I killed them all.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“Explain it to me again,” Cooper said.

			He and Reggie were seated in plastic chairs in the large, group exercise room. In here, just yesterday, Cooper had realized he wanted to get married. That felt like years ago now.

			Mutya stood to the side, observing on her own insistence. “I wouldn’t want my human mate alone with a confessed killer,” she’d said obstinately. “I won’t interrupt, but I’m not just going to turn my back and walk away, either.”

			Behind them, rain whipped against the window so fiercely you could only catch glimpses of the waterfall. “You killed Lee Llcaj. Sliced him with your claws because after you hooked up, he found out you were wolf and you panicked. Then you poisoned Nielsen and Beck...because they were onto you?”

			“That’s right,” Reggie said confidently.

			“And what about Kreuger?”

			“Him, too,” she said.

			“I mean, did you poison him? Or did you cut him?”

			Reggie glanced at Mutya nervously. “I, um—poisoned him.”

			“With what?”

			“I stole some pills.”

			“How could you be sure they’d all drink the dosed coffee?”

			“I watched. Made sure,” she said.

			Cooper leaned back in his chair and exchanged a look with Mutya, who looked vaguely impressed by the trap.

			“This stuff doesn’t matter. I did it,” Reggie said harshly. “Are you going to turn me over to the cops? The BSI? Or will the Shepherd deal with me himself?”

			“Who are you trying to protect, Reggie?” Cooper asked.

			“No one!” Her voice was angry with an underlying edge of panic. “I did it. You don’t think I can? Llcaj treated me like shit. You think I don’t know he just used me to spy on the Claymonts for Montclaire? Kreuger was a creep and a loser. Always hanging around the spa, making jokes about whether I give ‘happy endings’ and then totally freaking out when I hooked up with Lee. Beck was a bully who would have done anything to take this place away just because he could. And Nielsen? So desperately bitter he wasn’t a wolf that he was going to fuck over his only family? As if we have it easy. As if my life’s been so great, being thrown out and living on the edge of society, lying to survive. Nielsen’s own sister couldn’t look him in the eye. Do you think I even hesitated over wiping out one of these pieces of shit? Or do you think I don’t have the means?” She flexed her hand, extending her claws and then retracting them.

			“They all sound like assholes,” Cooper said, taking the blunt approach. “I bet a lot of people thought so.”

			She shook her head, staring down at her lap. “No, I—” She bit her lip. “But it was me who did something about it.”

			“Beck and Nielsen were killed by injection, not dosed drinks. And as shitty as they sound, I’m having a hard time believing you went on a killing spree because of that alone.”

			Reggie’s shoulders slumped. “Please, you can’t let the Shepherd shut the retreat down. It saves people. It saved me.”

			“Why would he want to shut this place down?” Cooper asked, but Reggie didn’t respond.

			He studied her indecisive twitching and considered the facts. Vanessa Claymont nee Nielsen. Runs away at sixteen. Joins a rebel pack. Tries to escape a few times and gets her fangs pulled. Finally gets out and studies under Joyce to become a counselor specializing in trauma recovery. Legally changes her name so no one can track her down. When her father dies, she gives it all up to return to the place she’d run from all those years ago. She hires staff members who only stick around a few months at a time. They don’t work under their legal names, either.

			“Were you in a rebel pack, too?” Cooper asked, gently.

			Reggie covered her face with her hands and then dragged her thumbs under her eyes, wiping at the beginnings of tears and smearing the liner there. “Yeah. Yes, I was. I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t... You don’t understand. I had nowhere to go. No money. No pack. But Vanessa had helped a friend of mine last year. It was the first time I thought maybe things could be different for me, too. She helped me leave. Gave me this job. A home. A chance to get on my feet. I was safe here. She’s helped so many of us. I don’t know where I’d be without her.”

			“What about Kreuger? Did she save him, too?”

			Reggie nodded. “Yeah. But he was different from the others. He resented Vanessa. Was angry that someone with such a low AQ had been the one to get him out. That he was so dependent on her here.”

			Outside there was a flash of lightning, and they all waited for the rumble of thunder to follow. When it came, low and angry, Cooper felt the vibrations in his throat.

			“And Paul? How is he involved?”

			“Oh, Paul,” Reggie said dismissively. “He knows everything and claims to support Vanessa no matter what. But he freaked when Llcaj disappeared. Was convinced Kreuger killed him, of all people. It’s his fault De Luca’s here. Dr. Joyce always said Paul’s not good enough for her and he was right. Now the De Lucas are trying to take our home away and they don’t give a shit about helping ex-rebels. Mutts.”

			She looked boldly at Cooper and let the silence sit meaningfully for a moment. “No one does. No one except Vanessa.”

			“And Dr. Joyce,” Cooper said, thinking out loud. “Or did he just care about Vanessa?”

			Reggie looked at him, surprised. “It’s not like that between them. Dr. Joyce is just here for the work.”

			“The couple’s counseling?”

			“No, Dr. Nielsen’s work. Vanessa’s father. He was one of the developers of the AQ, you know. Joyce is sorting through all his old research to work on an updated, more accurate test.”

			Cooper stood abruptly, and Reggie and Mutya both jumped a bit. “I need you to both go find Park. Tell him I need him right away while I go talk to Vanessa.”

			“Are you sure?” Mutya asked worriedly. “Maybe I should—”

			“I’ll be fine. Please, just hurry.”

			“But you can’t turn Vanessa in!” Reggie cried. “I confessed. Please!”

			“But you didn’t do it. And if I’m right, neither did she.”

			
 
			Cooper burst into Vanessa’s office without knocking and found her slumped over her desk. For a millisecond he thought he was too late, but she jerked upright and stared at him, startled. Her eyes were red and swollen and she’d taken her false teeth out, giving her a slightly off, unfamiliar look. “What are you doing in here?”

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” Cooper said. “But I wanted you to know, Reggie has confessed to killing your brother.”

			Vanessa’s mouth dropped open in shock. “No. That’s not possible. She wouldn’t do that.”

			“You all seem quite certain of what each other would and wouldn’t do,” Cooper noted. “Like Kreuger. I thought Reggie said he didn’t kill Llcaj because she liked Kreuger. Or didn’t care about him much, anyway. Turns out she hated him. Just thought a man like that—defeated and timid after losing his pack and his pride—wasn’t capable of that level of aggression.”

			Vanessa frowned. “He wasn’t. You didn’t know him. You don’t know what he’s been through.”

			“You mean his time in a rebel pack? How he was one of the escapees you took in and hid from retaliation?” She looked surprised. “I know you’re running a shelter here. What I don’t understand is why here. Why not sell the land like everyone wants and start somewhere new?”

			“I—” Vanessa looked out at the window for a long moment. “Do you believe in ghosts?” she asked finally.

			Cooper’s eyebrows shot up. “Um, no. Not really.”

			“That’s okay. You don’t need to believe in ghosts to believe in hauntings. People can be haunted. That’s obvious. But places, too, I think. This land is haunted. Poisoned by my father and his sick obsession with AQs. He was a scientist, you know. Or he used to be once. I don’t know what you’d call the thing he became in the end. He was always trying to perfect the species. What makes a wolf? What makes an alpha? It wasn’t enough to just test us. He wanted to be able to change us, too. Oops, your kid’s a little too submissive? Take this treatment and they’ll be the alpha you always wanted them to be.”

			“Oliver says low AQs aren’t bad, they’re just indicative of different strengths.”

			Vanessa tilted her head thoughtfully. “Really? I wouldn’t expect that from someone in his position. Families like the Parks are precisely what my father wanted to be. Thought his treatments and serums and tests could make us. You can’t imagine what a disappointment we were to him. Me, special only in how low I test, and Ja-Jack, human like his mother.”

			Her voice cracked and she looked down at her desk. “He was such a sweet baby. He loved these woods. Always running and laughing. I should have taken him with me. But when I ran away he was only four years old and I—I was terrified.”

			“That’s understandable,” Cooper said. “You were just a kid yourself.”

			She shook her head. “My father changed him. Broke him. I should have listened when he wanted to sell. I just thought we could finally do something good here. Wash away the poison. I tore down my father’s labs, sold our old house, that whole section of the property, and built this place instead. I thought I could make just enough money on the retreat to create a haven for runaways.”

			“And all the stuff in your father’s labs? All his research, what happened to that?”

			“I couldn’t bear reading his journals, his notes.” Vanessa shuddered. “But Joyce was my mentor. My friend. He already knew about my past, my father. I asked him down here to sort through it all for me. I wanted him to see if he could make the research into something good.”

			“Why? If your father’s work was so evil, why not just destroy it?” Cooper asked.

			“You know how little information there is on wolves?” Vanessa whispered. “How little we even know about ourselves? We don’t have the resources, the collected history, the population, the liberty to run mass studies, publish textbooks, study the full range of our experiences. We have no idea why some wolves’ bodies fight the shift while for others, like your mate, it’s as easy as an exhale. Why do some of us choose to live our whole lives in fur? Why does submission in a fight have such a profound, lasting effect on our minds? I couldn’t justify throwing out sixty years of data. It wasn’t the science that was bad. It was the way he used it. The reasons he used it. But in the hands of someone like Joyce? He can take that data and fine-tune the AQ test. Make it better, more equitable. He can help us all learn about ourselves. If we know why we’re so drawn toward alpha-types, maybe we can stop that draw. Prevent wolves from joining rebel packs in the first place.”

			“Change them, you mean? Like your father wanted?”

			“No,” Vanessa protested. “Joyce is nothing like that. It was his idea to stay and help wolves escape from rebel packs.”

			“Because he cares? Or because he needed a supply of subjects to study, and transient, vulnerable wolves indebted to you and this place, with no connections of their own are the perfect population to take advantage of?”

			Vanessa shook her head slowly, expression horrified. “No, he—no.”

			Cooper pointed at the bookshelf. “The secret door, does it lead to his office?”

			She looked surprised but nodded and stood, pulling the shelf back with ease. Cooper walked through. It was empty and the desk drawers were open as if someone had been in a hurry. He shuffled through them, finding nothing of interest. He then reached under the couch and found a key in the same place as Vanessa’s office and fitted it into the locked dresser.

			Behind him Vanessa protested weakly, “Those are full of confidential files.”

			But he ignored her. Inside were eight leather-bound diaries. “Your father’s notes?” he asked, holding one up and she nodded.

			“Some of them, anyway. I know Joyce said there were missing volumes.”

			The journals the mysterious wolf that had been harassing Monty was trying so hard to collect. Cooper flipped through them, and it wasn’t long before he found new annotations. Scribbles in a different hand commenting on the original text. Then, toward the back of the book, full pages in that same second hand making notes of its own. Dosages. Acronyms. Test results. Hormones—only some of which he recognized. Drugs—none of which he recognized.

			Cooper continued looking through the other drawers and found dozens of files with names, including Thomas Kreuger. Cooper flipped through it. So this was where his test results and personal information had ended up. Park had been right about his AQ: a middle-of-the-road sixty-seven. He skimmed the rest until he reached the last page.

			...rage-induced blackouts. Subject has been warned to cease usage but is resistant and may be self-administering. Whether this is due to an unforeseen addictive quality or the subject’s reluctance to lose the marginal increase in AQ on this treatment is not yet clear.

			That was the last entry for Kreuger.

			Heart pounding now, Cooper shuffled through the rest of the files. His own undercover name jumped out at him, Kyle Davis, and he pulled it out. Joyce had lied about his first AQ being inconclusive. Both his tests were present and accounted for. Both his tests were the same number.

			At the bottom of the first test’s page, right next to the results, was that same loopy purple scrawl.

			Impossible.

			There was a knock and Mutya walked into Joyce’s office, closely followed by De Luca and Terradas. She was soaked and her hair was puffing up into a wild frizz. “He’s gone,” she gasped. “We looked everywhere. Your cabin, the lodge, staff quarters, barn, Lisa and Jimmy’s. They said he left with the gun lockbox thirty minutes ago to get dressed and no one’s seen him since. But...”

			She hesitated, then held up a small piece of orange plastic. An autoinjector cap. “I found this on the floor of your cabin. I’m assuming it’s not yours.”

			Long silence.

			“Are you listening to me? The Shepherd is missing.”

			Cooper had heard every word she said, but from a distance after He’s gone. He looked down at his test, shaking slightly in his hand, numbers swimming. He quickly ripped it up and tossed it in the garbage. “What about Joyce? Is he out there?”

			“I haven’t seen him since the fight in the dressing room,” Mutya said, frowning, and looked to De Luca and Terradas, who shook their heads.

			“We saw him heading down to the cabins to collect the rest of the guests, but not since,” Terradas said.

			Cooper’s throat was so dry it clicked when he tried to speak. “Where would he go?”

			“Who?” Vanessa asked. “The Shep—”

			“No, Joyce. Where would he go?”

			She shook her head, wide-eyed. “He can’t get out of the mountains in this. There’s nowhere to go.”

			“You said you cleared out your father’s old lab. Where was that?” Cooper asked even as he pulled his phone out and pulled up the picture of the map they’d found in Kreuger’s desk.

			“Where the mill is now. But I told you, it’s all torn down.”

			“This?” He pointed to the building that had Mill written on it.

			Vanessa frowned. “No. That’s the old gristmill. It’s a watermill on the river. It was rickety even when I was a kid, but...it’s two hundred years old, I couldn’t bear to raze it. Monty bought it along with the property.”

			“Okay,” Cooper said, brain moving at hyperspeed. “I’m going to need exact directions there.”

			“You’re not going in this,” De Luca said with disbelief. “It’s torrential out and you don’t even know this old mill is where he is.”

			“I don’t have time to wait,” Cooper snapped. “And I don’t see any other options. Joyce has injected Oliver with something. He needs me.”

			“You won’t be able to fight Joyce and win.”

			“Then help me,” Cooper said spontaneously. “Come with me. If we all go together maybe—” Even as he said it, he could see the no in De Luca’s eyes.

			“Don’t be a fool He has your gun and apparently some kind of poison,” he said bluntly. “We’d be fish in a barrel to him. And that’s if we’re not struck by lightning on the way. Absolutely no one here is leaving this lodge.” De Luca looked around pointedly as if the order wasn’t clear enough. “Anyone who follows you will be considered an enemy of the De Luca pack. Besides, if your mate’s been dosed as you say, he’s probably already dead.”

			Cooper was too wired with adrenaline to feel the pain of those words, that thought, that concept. “You want him to die,” he breathed with realization. “That would solve your problems very neatly.”

			De Luca gave him a sharp, considering look. “I would never wish that fate on any of my fellow wolves. But I’d rather risk the Shepherd’s death weakening the Park pack’s hold on the north than risk my own life for someone who intends to take my family’s territory and turn our pack against us.”

			“And if he lives? And you did nothing to save him? What will you do then?”

			“He won’t.” The others looked away, apparently unable to face whatever Cooper’s expression was at that moment. De Luca shrugged, and considered Cooper thoughtfully. “But there’s no reason for you to die as well. Don’t go.” That was an order, too.

			Cooper couldn’t help laughing bitterly. “You have no power over me.”

			“I could physically stop you.”

			Cooper held De Luca’s gaze and leaned closer, voice barely above a whisper. “Look at me. If you even try to stop me, and something happens to Oliver, there is no place, no territory in the whole world where you’ll ever be safe again.”

			The room was dead silent.

			De Luca narrowed his eyes. Finally he shrugged. “It’s your life. Die how you wish.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Driving in a vicious storm over flooding roads was not ideal, but Cooper couldn’t figure another, less dangerous and time-efficient way to get there. As it was, he was driving twenty miles an hour at top speed and still doing so much swerving and skidding around the road that it took him fifteen minutes to pull up to the lumber warehouse.

			According to Vanessa, the old watermill was only a three-minute walk through the trees, and while semi-accessible by car, Cooper was trying to maintain some element of surprise. With him he’d brought a large kitchen knife and one of the heavy shovels from the boiler room, but those were no match against a gun, depending on if Joyce had made it past the lockbox. Park, of course, knew the passcode, and Cooper tried to think as dispassionately as possible reasons why he might have given the code to Joyce.

			Cooper stuck the knife in his raincoat pocket and held the shovel with both hands on the rubber wrapped handle, running doggedly through the woods until he glimpsed a clearing and the outline of a building through the rain.

			The old mill was smaller than he’d anticipated, and for a moment Cooper wondered if he’d gotten it all wrong. You can’t know Joyce brought him here. What if he was still on the main property and they just hadn’t looked hard enough? What if he was stowed away in one of the other cabins they’d forgotten to check? What if they had lied to Cooper?

			He couldn’t think like that. He was here now, so that’s where he’d start.

			Cooper crept closer, darting between trees for coverage. The building looked all two hundred of its years. Wooden siding had lost all its paint and several of the windowpanes were filthy and cracked. The waterwheel itself still seemed operational, though whether that had something to do with all the flooding or not was unclear. It was an overshot design, and a wooden trough spilled a heavy stream of water on top of the wheel, catching its remaining paddles and propelling it into motion.

			Cooper surveyed the building for its best entry points. There were two regular doors on opposite sides of the building, and a latched panel door tucked behind the wheel itself that was possibly for some sort of means of maintenance and accessible only by a narrow stone wall that protected that bottom half of the building from the water. Cooper went for the latched panel.

			Clinging to the splintering wooden siding of the mill with one hand and his shovel in the other, he inched along the wall concentrating on not slipping on the wet stones. Being less than four feet from the wheel, the sound was absolutely deafening, and Cooper kept jerking his head around, convinced that Joyce had snuck up behind him. He continuously had to blink away rainwater and residual spray, which only half worked; more often than not he couldn’t see as well as not being able to hear.

			When his hand brushed over the cold iron of the latch, Cooper had to bite down on his lip to stop himself from crying out in relief. Particularly when the latch worked and he was able to pry the panel open.

			Inside was clearly where the grindstone had once been, though now there was some cheap, contemporary furniture. A desk, a couple of chairs, a cot with blankets and a flat pillow. Freestanding construction lights. Terrifyingly, the whole room, floors and walls, was covered in thick, clear plastic tarps. Seated in one of the chairs, facing him, was Dr. Joyce. In his hand was an uncapped autoinjector.

			So much for sneaking up on him.

			“You made it,” Joyce said in his usual pleasant voice. It didn’t seem right. By all rights, he should sound evil now, cackling and gleeful. But if anything, Joyce just sounded a bit sad.

			Cooper held his shovel up, wishing he had a little less rainwater dripping into his eyes. “Where is he? What have you done to him?”

			“He’s alive,” Joyce said. And again, the reassurance with a tinge of melancholy was odd, out of place. “I’ll even tell you where he is, but not if you try to attack me.”

			Cooper lowered the shovel, just slightly, staying on guard. “I—”

			“And the knife. Come on, if you don’t think kitchen knives stink, you don’t cook.”

			Cooper took the knife out of his pocket and tossed it to the ground. Far enough to relax Joyce, but not too far. “Park. Is he...”

			“I haven’t given him what I gave the others.”

			“By others do you mean Nielsen and Beck? Or all the other people you’ve been treating like lab rats without their consent?”

			Joyce shook his head quickly. “No, no, you’ve got it wrong. Please understand. I’m not some mad scientist destroying lives. Every single wolf I tested understood it was experimental, a work in process. And still it was worth it to them. They were willing to try anything to break the bond they felt to their old packs. To become stronger. Better. I helped them, just a little. But they left here safer. Less vulnerable.”

			“Even Kreuger?”

			Joyce frowned. “I never wanted this to happen. I begged Kreuger to stop taking the shots as soon as he started showing negative effects, but he wouldn’t listen. He was too angry at Llcaj for humiliating him. At Vanessa for saving him. At Reggie for rejecting him. At everyone for making him feel small.”

			“Kreuger killed Llcaj, didn’t he?” Cooper said, and Joyce winced.

			“Yes. He came to me, begging to help hide the body. He said it was all my fault, me and my special medicines. If anyone found out, he’d take me down with him. He said he’d already called the BSI! He would have ruined me. I can’t get legal protection for werewolf medical testing. I was complicit. I could have gotten manslaughter. He kept threatening me for more and more.”

			“So you killed him. A loose end.”

			Joyce exhaled with a shudder. “You must see I didn’t want to. But what other choice did I have? I thought that would be the last of it. With Kreuger missing, I knew I could pin the blame on him for Llcaj. He deserved it—he was guilty. And then there’d be no more reason to look more deeply.”

			“You planted the shirt in Kreuger’s office when you knew Beck would be there.”

			“But I didn’t count on you and your mate snooping around beforehand.” He sighed. “Or Monty catching me on those goddamn cameras. Just because she could never recognize me doesn’t mean any other wolf wouldn’t.”

			“Any other wolf or Nielsen,” Cooper said. “He was in cahoots with Monty—of course she’d show that security footage to him.”

			“He just thought I was trying to steal that stupid contract, until the ranger died and he heard about the missing journals. Then he suspected me. He threatened to tell unless I reopened his father’s research on activating recessive wolf genes. As if I would be a part of something so barbaric,” Joyce said with disdain. It was obvious that to him the thought of changing humans into wolves was a thousand times more repugnant than the four murders he had on his conscience. “I was only ever just trying to help my kind. Wolves like Vanessa who were hurt over and over because they just needed to belong with someone.”

			“That’s not Vanessa’s fault, though. It’s the wolves who hurt her.”

			“I’ve been doing this job thirty years,” Joyce said. “It’s a lot easier to fix the wolf who wants to be better than the one who doesn’t care if they’re a monster or not. But it got out of hand. I know that, I do.”

			Cooper nodded. “Of course you do. If it was anyone’s fault, it was Kreuger’s. We can tell them that. People will understand—”

			Joyce was shaking his head sadly. “Please don’t lie to me. I know it’s over. I knew as soon as the Shepherd revealed his true identity this afternoon. I’ll never make it out of these mountains. I’ll be lucky if I even make it into custody. The royal packs don’t like people like me falling into the hands of the humans with information like this.” He gestured around himself with the autoinjector. “I’ve accepted my fate.”

			“Then why take Oliver?” Cooper demanded. “You couldn’t resist another experiment when you realized the infamous Shepherd was here within your reach?”

			Joyce tilted his head. “You’re half right. I do have one last experiment in mind. But he was just the bait.” He smiled, a soft, greedy and eager look in his eyes. “The AQ I really want to see in action is yours.”

			Cooper’s grip on the shovel tightened. “No... I’m not...”

			“But you are. An impossible one hundred.”

			“You said yourself, there was a mistake.”

			“Dr. Nielsen only theorized its impossibility. But the test doesn’t lie.”

			“Then why have me take it twice?” Cooper snapped.

			“To see what effect my treatment might have had, of course. I’m sorry it gave you that little fever. But all things considered, you took it remarkably well.”

			“No,” Cooper whispered. “No treatment. I wasn’t injected.”

			“Goodness, no. Humans can’t take the injection. Sends their little hearts right into arrhythmia. But I developed a lighter, oral dose some time ago. It was easier than I feared, slipping it to you at the river. Particularly with all the mayhem after your little accident. I just had to hand you the right bottle and a few sips was more than enough.”

			Cooper shook his head, speechless, and touched his own belly, resisting the urge to vomit. To get it out of him. It was much too late now. “No...”

			“And yet you remain unaffected,” Joyce said. Cooper wouldn’t say he was unaffected. But Joyce was still talking, excitement in his voice now. You could tell he was talking about something he loved. Something he almost expected Cooper to love, too. “I was never able to make much of a difference. One or two points, before. And the side effects were too risky. But something you said changed my entire way of looking at it. You said, ‘What should I aim for?’”

			Joyce gave a shout of laughter, leaning forward in his seat. “I couldn’t believe it. The highest AQ I’d ever seen and you didn’t care at all about being that way. I could see it in the way you asked about perfect ratios. You wanted to score in a way that benefited your relationship with your mate. Even if that meant getting a lower AQ. You were adaptable. Nature’s greatest force and I, who claim to be a scientist, ignored it.”

			Joyce shook his head and reached behind himself, opening the laptop without fully turning around. The screen was split into four views. Two different angles of the lumber mill warehouse interior, apparently empty. One on the outside entrance, and one of the lumber mill office, where Monty sat slumped in her chair, sleeping.

			“The road was blocked and she wasn’t able to make it out of the mountains. She came back here to wait out the storm,” Joyce said, watching him. “Mr. Park is in there somewhere, too. But fair warning, he’s not quite himself. I’ve given him...” He paused. “An earlier iteration of the serum.” He held up his hands as Cooper began to gasp. “It’s far too much epinephrine for a human system, but in wolves it just forces a shift.”

			“Just a shift?” Cooper said, heart pounding.

			“Well, no. The side effects have...varied. Kreuger experienced confusion, dissociation, emotional dysregulation. But most importantly the deference he feels to you should be broken.” Joyce said the word with such distaste he practically spat it out.

			“You said this was an earlier version.”

			“Ah, yes. A strange but quite fruitful path I went down with Dr. Nielsen’s notes in the beginning. I think you’ll find Park quite...primitive. Animal-like, if you will.” He looked Cooper up and down. “But when confronted with an AQ such as yours...well, I guess we’ll see.”

			Cooper wanted to run to the warehouse with every fiber of his soul, but resisted. “You just expect me to leave you here?”

			Joyce sighed. “Where do you think I’ll go? I told you, I know it’s over. I just want to see that I was right. That I was getting close. They’ll see it was worth it. Someone will be able to take over where I left off.”

			Cooper hesitated. But what could he do? Park needed him.

			“Feel free to use the front door this time,” Joyce said, seeing the decision in Cooper’s face before he knew it himself. “You might want to hurry. I’d hate to think what would happen if poor Monty wakes up to a raging wolf. Or what would happen to your mate if she doesn’t get the chance to wake up at all.”

			Cooper ran. Out the door and through the small old building. Only four rooms large, it was easy enough to find the exit. He tore through the woods back to the warehouse barely able to think past the immediate here and now. Surely Park would recognize him. Even in an altered state. Surely he wouldn’t hurt anyone.

			Because if he did... Park would never forgive himself. Cooper knew that. Deep in his soul.

			When he got to the warehouse, he yanked open the door without sparing a glance for the camera above. He didn’t care about Joyce anymore. It was true, he had nowhere to go. Besides, Cooper doubted Joyce would be able to tear himself from the screen.

			It was only when he stumbled inside, shaking the rain out of his face, did Cooper wonder if perhaps he should have made a little bit of a plan. What was he supposed to tell Monty? Don’t mind me, just looking for an enormous wolf acting abnormally and possibly violent.

			“Oliver,” Cooper hissed, looking around. The still machines, saws and hanging trunk looked ominous and strange in the dark space, lit only by the spillover from the office above and harshly white emergency bulb by the door. “Where are you?”

			Cooper took a few more hesitant steps deeper into the room. “Oliver, please,” he murmured. “Be okay, be okay.”

			Somewhere in the shadows behind the ceiling-high shelves, he heard a click, click, click, click.

			“Oliver!” Cooper ran toward the sound and the clicking sped up. Around the corner Park in fur skidded across the concrete floor and into a hunched stance. He snarled furiously.

			Cooper stopped, stumbling a bit over his own feet at the abruptness of it. He stared at Park and Park stared back, eyes enormous, pupils blown, fur standing on end making him look larger than ever. His lips were completely curled back, revealing his teeth, and his shoulders were up and trembling with poised tension.

			He looked so different than any way Cooper had ever seen him—different even from this morning when he’d fought Jimmy—that for a moment Cooper even wondered if he’d gotten it wrong. This wasn’t Park. Not his Park.

			“Oliv—”

			The wolf, Park, started running again, directly at him. Cooper didn’t have time to do anything—what would he even do?—before he was flying to the hard floor, the little breath left in his lungs knocked out with such force it felt like every individual cell in his body gasped at once. The shovel had gone clattering loudly out of his hands across the concrete and Cooper’s hands were pinned against his own chest by Park’s furry, brutally heavy body on top of him.

			He couldn’t speak, couldn’t inhale, couldn’t think. Park’s breath was hot across his skin, teeth still bared and a constant furious snarl ripping through him on loop.

			Cooper gave in to instinct, moving with rather than pushing up against the force of Park’s weight. He sank into the fear and doubt and closed his eyes. It was a relief, just smelling and feeling Park. It reminded him of the way he had tucked himself around Cooper a couple nights ago to keep him warm. He let himself go limp.

			Without anything to fight against, the tension in Park’s body was easing, too. Snarls becoming intermittent, unsure, and then finally silent.

			Am I...dead?

			Unlikely. For one thing, he was way too uncomfortable for that. Bewildered, Cooper waited. He barely dared to breathe, but forced himself to anyway, continuing to stick with his instincts. In one two, out one two, in, out. Slowly, Park began to breathe with him.

			That’s it, Cooper thought. I’m not here to hurt you. I don’t ever want to hurt you.

			After a long moment Cooper felt Park’s wet, cold nose bump his chin and sigh. Cooper sighed, too, and opened his eyes, suddenly desperate to see the man he loved.

			His heart skipped then sank. Park still wasn’t himself. There was none of the familiarity, recognition, awareness, in his expression. But at least he was much more calm. Almost sleepy-eyed. Cooper slowly wiggled his hands out from under Park, watching him the whole time.

			But the danger was passed. Cooper had let himself be the vulnerable one, for once. Not a fighter. Not a threat. And whether he was animal or man, Park would never attack someone who wasn’t a threat. Very carefully, he ran his fingers across Park’s cheeks until he was gently holding the sides of his head.

			“I’m going to get you out of this,” he said softly.

			It was disconcerting how little recognition was in Park’s eyes. The absence of it made Cooper realize he’d been wrong before in thinking he couldn’t possibly understand what Park wanted when in fur. He had. He had just needed to believe it.

			Suddenly Park’s ears swiveled to the right, then his whole head followed. Cooper twisted in time to catch Monty pointing a rifle at them.

			“No!” Cooper shouted, and the sudden panic in his voice set Park off growling again, protectively this time.

			Without thinking, Cooper flung his arms around Park and twisted them over, covering his body with his own. Park rolled, so easily and obediently that Cooper was stunned by it for a moment, staring down at him. Anyone alive could read the complete faith there.

			You trusted me, so I trust you. It was that simple.

			A loud crack sound rang through the building. “Don’t shoot!” Cooper shouted. “He’s not hurting me. Don’t shoot!”

			But Park was already scrambling out from under him to get at the attacker. Cooper lunged, trying to grab him back, but it was no use. “No! Stop!”

			Shockingly, Park did. He paused one foot in the air and looked back at Cooper, tilting his head. He stared intently, questioning. Yes? What do you want? And his tail twitched back and forth just once in a tentative sort of happiness.

			Behind him, Monty lowered the gun slightly, fully taking in the scene in front of her...

			And then purposefully aimed to shoot.

			“No!” Cooper yelled, jumping up. He grabbed the shovel off the ground and swung at the rifle, but it was too late. A shot rang out and a horrible yelp split the air. Park stumbled just before Cooper’s shovel hit Monty’s hand with satisfying force. She roared with rage and dropped the gun to the concrete floor with a clatter.

			Cooper quickly pulled it out of Monty’s reach, who was screaming, bent over and clutching her hand. He knelt by Park, lying on his side, breathing shakily and looking up at Cooper with wide, confused eyes.

			“Oliver,” Cooper murmured, running his hands over his body, searching for the wound. His hands touched blood and sticky, matted fur at Park’s throat.

			“No, no, no, no,” he whispered. The bullet had torn through the thick fleshy skin on the side of his neck. Cooper didn’t know what that meant. Where were his major arteries like this? Why the hell didn’t he know anything about wolf anatomy?

			He pressed down on it carefully, staunching the steady bleeding. Park twitched with discomfort and then tried to lick at Cooper’s hands—almost apologetically, almost like he thought Cooper was the one hurting him and he was politely asking him to please stop. When he realized he was unable to pick his head up very far from the floor, Park just made a wet, gurgling sort of whining sound that abruptly peeled off in pain and then closed his eyes.

			“Stop it,” Cooper whispered. “Don’t you dare. I mean it, Oliver. I can’t—I won’t let you. You’re not allowed.”

			He could still feel Park’s steady, rapid breathing under his hands, but his eyes stayed shut. “Are you listening? Please just—We have to go home now. We have to buy a house, remember? Whatever one you want, and no one’s ever going to make us leave. I promise. Not ever. I just want to be home with you. Please, let’s go home...”

			Behind him the door to the warehouse opened and a small crowd of wolves, upright and in skin, spilled inside with a blast of rain and wind: Mutya, Vanessa, Paul and Reggie.

			“He’s insane!” Monty yelled, pointing with her uninjured hand at Cooper.

			“Oliver’s shot,” Cooper said directly to Mutya, who hurried over and knelt beside him, gently moving his hands to the side to see. Behind them, the others were corralling a protesting Monty farther and farther away. “Throat. I—”

			“Shh, shh, shh. It’s just a flesh wound. Right through the scruff. He’s going to be okay.” She efficiently pulled off her cardigan and held it against the bleeding. “We can move him back to the lodge. Christopher’s waiting in the truck.”

			Cooper exhaled with almost overwhelming relief and began to wipe at his tears before realizing his hands were covered in blood.

			“God,” he said, the sight of it sending a pulse of rage through his veins. He let it course through him. Let it fade. Park was going to be okay. That’s what mattered.

			He frowned in realization. “How are you all here? What about De Luca and Terradas? What if they don’t let us back?”

			Mutya smiled. “It’s perfectly safe. Yvette, Angela and Lisa have taken over on that end. You might say there was a bit of a coup after you left.”

			“What?”

			“De Luca went too far.” She looked at him shrewdly for a moment. “Following an alpha is a gift. It can be taken back whenever we want and given to someone else. Remember that.”

			Cooper absorbed that. “Thank you,” he said. “For both of us.”

			He cupped his hand over Park’s head, stroking his thumb over his cheek. He couldn’t resist looking up. Finding the small steady red light of the watching security camera.

			He hoped Joyce was still watching. Hoped he could see and understand he had thrown away his whole life trying to fix people who were never broken to begin with.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The world seemed different and strange without the rain. Cooper almost missed it. He’d gotten so used to the sound, it seemed curiously quiet now.

			He stared out the window of the small inn and could see the quiet streets of Maudit Falls town proper. Canals of water still lined the street. The flowers, plants and trees that peppered the sidewalks and small park area across the way lay drooped and twisted so dramatically it was hard to imagine they’d ever stand straight again.

			He’d been here in the room for twenty-nine hours now, only leaving three times:

			To give his statement to Cola.

			To take a call from Santiago, who had wanted to thank him and pass on the message “he’s forgiven” from Muñoz.

			To talk to the two wolf doctors the Trust had flown in specially to look Park over and give the esteemed medical prognosis to “sleep it off and then we’ll see.” They hadn’t even stitched up his gunshot wound, which they assured Cooper was nonthreatening and that any attempt to close it would just get ripped back open when Park shifted.

			Joyce had also requested to speak with Cooper, but Cola had left it up to him. After some thought, Cooper declined. He knew Joyce would just want to know how he had “mastered” Park in that state, and Cooper had no interest in feeding his obsession. He had more important things to worry about.

			Like what if Park was never...himself again? They’d move somewhere isolated, of course, with plenty of space. Somewhere with cool weather, but not too cool. If he asked, Eli would probably agree to visit often so that Park had someone to run around with. Cooper would make sure Park was happy, in whatever state he ended up. Every day, forever.

			Behind Cooper, stretched across the bed, Park was unknowingly following the doctors’ orders to a T and had been unconscious since the warehouse. Of course, he’d been in fur that whole time, so they couldn’t bring him to the hospital. The retreat was also a no-go, currently overrun with Trust agents interviewing the staff and guests while others retrieved the bodies of Lee Llcaj and Thomas Kreuger, which Joyce had admitted to sinking in the lake.

			Instead, Cola had commandeered this quaint, empty inn—with its ugly wall-to-wall plush peach rugs and ridiculous flowery canopied beds that were about a foot higher than any bed needed to be—as a temporary hospice, and Cooper had settled in to wait. And wait.

			About two hours ago, Park had started shaking and whimpering so badly Cooper had shouted the two doctors in, but eventually he had just shifted into skin, mumbled something about saltwater and fallen back asleep.

			“A good sign. He’s almost through the last of it if his system’s relaxed enough to shift,” the doctors had told Cooper. What had been a shot through the side of his lower neck in fur now looked like two separate grazes over the top of Park’s shoulder, which the doctors bandaged before leaving Cooper to his vigilance once more. They were clearly eager to get back to the other reason they’d been brought in by Cola: to collect and organize the entirety of Joyce’s research.

			Well. Most of it. Cooper allowed himself a quick glance at his own suitcase, zipped up and innocuous by the foot of the bed, and noticed Park’s eyes were open and watching him.

			“You’re awake,” Cooper said, shocked.

			“Am I?” Park whispered, voice wrecked. “That feels like a foolish choice on my part.”

			Cooper hurried to grab him a water and hovered by the bed when Park refused to let him pour it into his mouth himself. Park held the bottle oddly, squeezed between his palms, like a child whose hands were too small. Cooper tried not to worry about that and failed.

			“How do you feel?”

			“Hungover,” Park groaned.

			“That’s the withdrawal from Joyce’s alpha treatment.” Cooper shouldn’t be smiling, but he couldn’t help it. Every complaint out of Park’s mouth, every annoyed look, felt precious.

			Park reached up to massage the bandage on his shoulder, wincing. “How big was the needle?”

			“Oh no, that’s from the gun.”

			Park looked surprised, then grimaced. “So much for a nice little vacation and getting some fresh mountain air. I’m having a hard time...remembering. There’s a big blank spot. I was...getting dressed at our cabin. There was a knock on the door. I knew it was Joyce, but... No, nothing.” He rubbed at his head. “What’d I miss?”

			“Not too much,” Cooper said. “Joyce became obsessed with Dr. Nielsen’s abandoned research and went off the deep end developing a formula to make all wolves alphas so that no one would ever feel submissive to another again. Experimented on the escapees from rebel packs Vanessa’s been sheltering. Didn’t work. Became complicit in Kreuger murdering Llcaj in a drug-induced rage. Killed to cover his tracks. You know how well that always goes. He’s in the Trust’s custody. They’ve seized his research. I stole the parts about us, blah, blah, blah, I’m glad you’re okay.”

			Park was staring at him wide-eyed. “St—What do you mean the parts about us?”

			“He dosed you with his special treatment to see if he could break our pack bond and pit us against each other. I saved your ass. And right, he dosed me, too. That’s why I was feeling so off after the river.”

			“So it wasn’t...” Park started to ask, frowning.

			“Oh no, I probably do have PTSD, that seems obvious now, and I still want to find a therapist, preferably one who isn’t poisoning me this time, but somehow I doubt that’s what was inspiring me to want to sexually claim you in front of all and sundry.”

			Park coughed. “Well, best leave the theorizing to the professionals.” His expression twisted suddenly. “Wait, if we fought, how did you beat me?”

			“Not you, too.” Cooper tsked. “You and Joyce underestimate just how powerful a little appropriate fear and vulnerability is sometimes.”

			He paused, the meaning of his own words kicking him in the ribs. Go ahead and be vulnerable, then, you big wuss. Ask him.

			But here? In this ugly room? The downstairs swarming in Trust agents, and Park filthy and shaky and looking very much like someone who had just spent thirty hours as an animal?

			Yes. God, yes. Anywhere. Anyhow.

			“Oliver, will—” Cooper blurted, at the same time Park spoke.

			“I—”

			They both stopped and looked at the other.

			“What were you going to say?” Park prompted eventually.

			“Nothing important, you first,” Cooper said, heart beating out of his chest. If it beat its way all the way out and abandoned his body entirely, sick of the bullshit, he figured he would deserve that.

			Park was worrying at the scar on his lip thoughtfully. “I just wondered what’s going to happen to the retreat now.”

			Cooper shook his head. “Vanessa and Paul have been cleared. They really had no idea what Joyce was up to. I don’t know if their relationship or the retreat’s going to make it, though, considering. According to Cola, De Luca is practically taping his name under every pot, pan and cabin to seize the moment the dust settles.”

			“He’ll make it solely a luxury retreat,” Park said. “Or some other asset for the family. Vanessa’s dream of a haven for rebel runaways getting on their feet will be dead.”

			Cooper watched Park’s troubled face. “Yes, probably,” he said slowly.

			Park drummed his fingers over his leg. “How would you feel if I...extended my protection for a while and invest in a sort of co-ownership?”

			Cooper blinked at him. “Would that mean moving here?”

			“No, no. It would be considered by other wolves to be our territory, but we would still continue as we were, working for the Trust and living up there. Depending on what Vanessa says, I might ask Eli to help be my representative here. He’s just had an ugly breakup in Cape Breton and could use some space. Plus, with his experience and connections they could expand. Take in more than just a couple of local runaways at a time.”

			Park’s gaze was far off, clearly plotting. He shook his head and refocused on Cooper. “But this is your decision, too.”

			“Is it?” Cooper wondered out loud. “I’m hardly able to bring anything to the equation.”

			Park gave him a look. “There you go again, reducing value to money, same as the house-shopping. Can you please trust me when I say you actually contribute a hell of a lot to everything we do? If it ever looks like I’m throwing money around, it’s because I’m just trying to keep up with you.” He put his hand on Cooper’s leg.

			Cooper shook his head but sighed resignedly. “I guess I’ll have to. Apparently I find you very trustworthy.” He took a deep breath. “Which is why I think we should do it. Help the retreat. Keep it a haven. At the rate we keep getting injured on this goddamn job, we won’t be in the Trust forever. It might be nice to settle into a nice relaxed retirement of infiltrating rebel packs and rescuing runaways in the middle of the night.”

			“Sounds like bliss,” Park said, smiling warmly, and began rubbing Cooper’s thigh. “Your turn. What were you going to say?”

			“Oh.” Cooper blinked. Wet his lips. Contemplated exiting the room via the window. Contemplated how he’d feel if they left this room, went back to DC, and he still hadn’t asked him the question. Worse than a window exit, definitely. “Nothing much, I just want to get married.”

			Park’s hand stilled and he stared at Cooper. “To me?”

			Cooper rolled his eyes. “No, to Cola. While you were unconscious we fell in love over your sickbed. How awkward. Of course to you, dickhead. And I know you said it’s not really a wolf thing. And if you’re really opposed, just tell me and obviously we won’t and can carry on as we have, and I’ll still be happier than I’ve ever been. But...if you don’t care either way, well, then I do. Er, so to speak.”

			Cooper was breathing very heavily. It felt like he’d been talking forever. Had he rambled? Oh god, he’d rambled. Had he remembered the important parts though? From Park’s shocked expression, he wasn’t sure. Better safe than sorry.

			“I want to marry you, Oliver.”

			“But...why?” Park stuttered.

			“Oh, the usual reasons,” Cooper said. “Insurance benefits, uninhibited access to your wealth in case a mad scientist ever turns you into a regular wolf-wolf and I need to buy us a secret estate, tax deductions, you’re the absolute love of my life, visitation rights, et cetera.”

			Park blinked at him rapidly, and to Cooper’s surprise, his eyes looked a little shiny. “Oh,” he said, and cleared his throat. “Um, no. I mean, I’m not opposed,” he corrected hurriedly.

			“Well then.”

			Cooper shifted awkwardly in place and looked at the ugly carpet, but it was very far down and he worried if he knelt there it would look like he was paying last respects at Park’s deathbed. He scrambled up and knelt on the mattress instead, forcing Park to look up at him, startled. Was this old-fashioned? Did he look like an asshole?

			Cooper swung one leg over Park’s body so that he now knelt over his hips, then sat back on his crotch. “Right. I think we all know why we’re here,” he said boldly.

			Park raised an eyebrow. “I thought I did. Now I’m not so sure.”

			Cooper took Park’s hand. Someone was shaking, and Cooper was pretty sure it was him. “Unfortunately, I used up all my good lines already—”

			“Those were your good lines?”

			“And I know we haven’t been together very long.”

			“To be fair, you did just agree to retire with me, so that counts for something.”

			“But basically, you make the bad bearable and the best better, and there’s nothing good in life that I don’t want to try without you. So, would you maybe want to try out marriage with me?”

			Park exhaled dramatically. “You’re lucky I wasn’t raised to dream of this moment because that was complete and utter shi—”

			Cooper kissed him and Park’s hand came up to wind through his hair and hold him close, each pouring the gentle, trembling thrill of joy into every touch.

			When they finally pulled apart, bumping noses affectionately on the way, Cooper couldn’t stop smiling. “You didn’t say yes.”

			Park rolled them over, hissing slightly when he bumped his wounded shoulder, but powering through until Cooper hit the bed on his back and Park was pressed over him, framing his face with his hands. “I guess you’ll have to ask me again tomorrow.” He kissed his cheekbone quickly. “And the day after that.” Other cheekbone. “And—”

			A knock on the door barely preceded it opening, and Cooper sat up quickly. Or tried to anyway, as Park didn’t seem in too much of a rush to get off of him.

			Cola walked into the room, wearing another typically bright outfit, this time a fuchsia dress. She eyed their positions disinterestedly. “Oliver, I see you’ve recovered at least some of your faculties.”

			“I’m getting married!” Park crowed.

			Cola frowned. “Maybe I spoke too soon. Why on earth would you do that?”

			“Oh, the usual reasons,” Park said, grinning at Cooper.

			Cola looked like she’d already moved on. “Congratulations, I’m sure. Unfortunately, I have some bad news.”

			Park had the sense of mind to get fully off Cooper and cover his nakedness with the comforter. “News? Is it Joyce?”

			“No, no. Not anything to do with the case. Your landlord has been trying to reach you, Agent Dayton. I’m afraid there’s been a break-in at your apartment.”

			“My—” Cooper looked at Park. “What about Boogie? My cat—?”

			“Yes, he also mentioned your neighbor insisted you know your domestic animal is safe with her and entirely unaware of the incident.”

			Cooper exhaled, grinding the heels of his palm against his eyes, and felt Park rub his back soothingly. He’d forgotten for a moment that Boogie was staying with Ava this time. Lucky his air conditioner had broken after all. Maybe too lucky...

			“Any idea who’s responsible? Or what they took?” Park asked.

			“Oh, we know who it was. She was still there waiting when the police arrived. It seems Dr. Emily Freeman has been found. Or rather, she found you.”

			Shocked, Cooper looked at Park, whose previously joyous expression had darkened to something reserved and dangerous.

			“Waiting?” Cooper repeated. “For me? In my apartment? Why?”

			“That I can’t tell you,” Cola said. “But she’s insisting she’ll speak only to you, Agent Dayton. Are you ready to finally close this case once and for all? Or should I tell her you’re busy planning your nuptials?”

			“I think I can probably multitask.” Park slipped his hand into Cooper’s and squeezed. “With a little help, of course.”
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			Cooper Dayton looked up from the picture-perfect guidebook he’d picked up in the Halifax airport and out the car window. No one in their right mind would be caught running around in this. Certainly not in a dress, flowing or otherwise. Everywhere he looked there was snow. Filthy snow plowed to the roadside, creating bumper-like barriers, clean snow that dragged and drooped the many pine trees that covered the surrounding mountains and hills, snow that looked more like mist as it hovered and danced just above the icy asphalt. It was cold—even inside the car—desolate, unwelcoming and so goddamn bright Cooper kept having to close his eyes just to avoid seeing spots. February was not when he’d have chosen to come to Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, but then again, this wasn’t supposed to be a vacation or romantic getaway or about him at all, really.

			Cooper pretended to look back down at the guidebook but instead slyly examined the man in the driver’s seat and the reason he was on this godforsaken trip to begin with. Oliver Park was as stiff and unwelcoming as the landscape around them, with his own distinct frostiness to boot. There were thin lines of tension like parentheses around his mouth and dark circles under his warm amaretto eyes. His gaze seemed soft and unfocused, not the most reassuring thing considering the brutal cliff-side hills he was steering them up and down.

			“I’m fine,” Park said, and Cooper jumped. So much for being subtle.

			“Of course you are,” he said quickly. The sounds of the struggling heater and occasional crunch of tires on ice washed over them for a long minute. Then two. “But if you wanted to talk—”

			“Cooper.” Park’s voice was flat, empty, emotionless. Devoid of the tenderness, amusement or—most commonly heard—exasperation that usually accompanied Cooper’s name. Empty of anything at all, as it had been since receiving the phone call that brought them here.

			“I’m fine,” Park repeated quietly, gentler this time, but still distant and hollow. Carefully he navigated the long curve of the road and started back down a treacherous hill.

			“Okay,” Cooper said, all ease and acquiescence. But the deep, pulsating worry buried at the bottom of his gut flared up again. Not fine! Mayday! Mayday!

			He shoved it down again. What else could he do? For once, this had nothing to do with him. He and Park were good. Great, even. Park knew Cooper was here for him. That he loved him. A fact that still made Cooper feel desperately vulnerable. Christ, he was practically squirming in his seat just thinking the words now. But Cooper knew Park loved him, too, and that helped.

			After the catastrophe of last fall in Jagger Valley, a lot had changed. Cooper had been laid up with a broken tibia, recovering from surgery and unable to put weight on his leg while Park had been on suspension and spent most every day and night at Cooper’s apartment. Park had helped him adjust, wrangled the knee scooter into submission, cooked and cleaned when he couldn’t stand for long periods of time, and generally distracted him when the frustration that came from relearning what he could and couldn’t do for the second time in less than two years threatened to tip him over the edge from restlessness into depression. For just over three months Park had moved in with him, leaving only to shift, check in on his own apartment across town and occasionally meet up with friends. It had been...nice.

			Then, almost a month ago, Park’s suspension had ended. He’d been back at the BSI on desk duty, Cooper’s cast had come off—replaced with a brace while he regained stability and muscle mass—the knee scooter and crutches had been donated, and Park had left.

			Well, not left. That was overdramatic. They still saw each other several days a week. Nights, too, of course. But the clothes that had found their way into Cooper’s laundry basket, dresser and closet were missing, the phone charger by Park’s side of the bed was gone, and the absurd amounts of food that had been packed into the fridge had withered back to his own boring, pre-Park essentials.

			Listed together like that, it seemed silly to be upset by such little things. Not that he was even upset. He was just... Well, anyway. He’d needed time to relearn his new reality. Again. For the third time now. Almost as if Park’s absence was as disruptive as a broken bone or a shredded gut.

			It didn’t help that Cooper himself wasn’t back at work yet, or that when he did go back, he wouldn’t be partnered with Park again. News of their relationship had gotten out after Jagger Valley; how could it not? Every official communication was carefully uninterested about the private lives of their agents but reaffirmed their stance that BSI agents engaged in a personal relationship could not be partnered together in the field.

			As for the unofficial response... Cooper was sheltered from most of that. But he hadn’t exactly been Mr. Popularity before...

			“You’re overthinking it,” Park had said when Cooper had grilled him on the minutiae of his first day back in the office, looking for any clues that the hostility and suspicion Cooper had acquired from the nightmare of their first case together in Florence had been transferred to Park. “Why would she care? Why would anyone there care that we’re dating?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe...”

			“Maybe nothing.” Park had kissed his nose. “We’re not that important.”

			He wasn’t wrong. But that didn’t explain why Park was still on desk duty and without a permanent partner a month off suspension.

			Cooper’s gaze snuck back toward Park in the driver’s seat. He had his old classic, neutral mask in place. But after months of living together Cooper could peek under the cracks and decipher hints of exhaustion, tension and something like worry. Worry about what? Work? Seeing his family again? Or something else entirely? Whatever it was, Park wasn’t talking.

			It had been just over twenty-four hours since the phone call had come in while they were sitting in a café drinking hot, spiced coffees. Park had been laughing, loose and relaxed while Cooper filled him in on his own fascinating day of taking apart Boogie’s water fountain and subsequent inability to put it back together, when his cell vibrated. There, in the after-work bustle of the coffee shop, his face had gone from pleasantly surprised to the carefully blank mask Cooper hadn’t seen for months.

			“Something wrong?” Cooper had asked when he abruptly hung up.

			“No. I—Yes. That was Cami. My sister Camille,” he’d stumbled, sounding dazed. “Our grandfather is dead.” Then he’d shaken himself and refused to discuss it.

			There are many ways to grieve—no one way less valid than the others—but this shutting down and shutting out... Cooper didn’t know how to help him. And he wanted so desperately to help Park. To be there for him the way Park had been there unerringly for him the last four months; teasing him out of dark moods, arguing calmly with him when the inertia set his blood on fire, holding him like he was the one sure thing in a life full of uncertainties.

			And now Park’s grandfather was dead. The man who had raised him and his five siblings when their parents had abandoned them to join the rebel wolf group WIP. The man who had lied for decades, telling them their parents were dead to prevent them from ever having a relationship. The wolf who was alpha of the family pack Park had left to join the Trust, hoping to find his mother.

			Frankly, it was enough complicated history to fill its own Ken Burns miniseries. Or one soap opera episode, at least. Park had to have complicated emotions around the man’s death, or any kind of emotion at all, really, but he didn’t say a word. Just insisted they carry on as if nothing was different.

			He’d asked Cooper to continue telling him about Boogie’s broken water fountain there in the café, and when they’d finally finished their coffees, he’d followed Cooper home and fixed the damn thing himself, despite Cooper’s insistence that it wasn’t necessary.

			“I’m sorry that—”

			“It’s fine. Thank you. I’m fine.”

			Then he’d twitched around the apartment as if pacing a cage and shut down any additional attempts at talking or comfort.

			Eventually Cooper had given up and left him to his pacing. He’d retreated to the kitchen to make them dinner only to have Park follow him, all jumpy and wild-eyed, and bend him over the kitchen counter to fuck him.

			“Is this okay?” Park had said, tugging clothing out of the way and dragging his fingers up and down the crack of Cooper’s ass.

			“Yes. Anything,” Cooper had bit back, surprised by the sudden turn of events but not unhappy about it. Especially not when Park dropped to his knees and retraced his touch with his tongue. He’d worked him open with his mouth and hands until Cooper was a gibbering mess, humping against the kitchen cabinets.

			“Can I have you?” Park had gasped, as breathless as if he was the one being thoroughly taken apart, nerve by nerve.

			“Yes. Do it, please.” Cooper had arched his back, searching for Park’s body. “You already have me,” he’d whispered into the countertop, and Park had groaned. Hopefully from the pleasure of pushing into Cooper’s body and not at the cheesy line, but he couldn’t help himself. It was true. Park had him like a fever did. Thought-altering, blood-boiling and all-consuming. Cooper had thrown himself back onto the burn.

			It wasn’t the roughest sex they’d ever had by any means, but there had been a panicked, almost clumsy edge to it that had frankly amped Cooper’s arousal up a notch or two. For a short but glorious time he felt as needed as oxygen.

			Maybe this was a turning point, he’d thought. A dam breaking. A way for Park to reaffirm life and love before responsibly confronting his loss.

			They’d finished on the kitchen floor, Cooper spilling over the tile, on his knees watching the dark shadow that was Park gasp and pump into him via the oven’s reflection.

			“It doesn’t change anything,” Park had muttered afterward, pressing kisses across Cooper’s shoulder blades. “I won’t let it.”

			“What?”

			Park had stiffened and pulled away, avoiding his eye. “Nothing important.”

			Then he’d asked him to come to Canada with him for the memorial ceremony, and when Cooper had agreed—grateful to finally be of some help—he’d promptly excused himself for the night.

			“You’re not staying?”

			“No, I need to shift,” Park had said despite having gone for one of his “runs” that morning. “I’ll take care of the tickets and pick you up before the flight.” He’d kissed him distractedly, and that was it. Not a word since about why they were traveling to the northernmost tip of Cape Breton in the middle of a brutal freeze.

			It was decidedly not the emotional release Cooper had been hoping for. And still, every mile they got closer, the dangerous stillness radiating from Park intensified.

			Worry. It was definitely worry. Maybe even fear.

			Cooper put the guidebook down and cleared his throat. This was getting ridiculous. “Did you tell them I was coming?”

			Park blinked slowly, like he’d been dragged from deep in thought. “Yes, of course,” he said after a long moment. Then, “Don’t be nervous.”

			“I’m not,” Cooper said. Well, I wasn’t until you said that. Truthfully he’d been too busy worrying about Park to consider his own approaching milestone: meeting the family. Fuck. “Will...everyone be there?”

			Park inclined his head. “Mmm, most of us. My two older sisters, Camille and Jackie, should already be there. The two younger siblings won’t make it in at all, though. Addy is doing research for her PhD in Turkey and Simon’s wife, Peggy, is due any moment. It’s been a difficult pregnancy, so they don’t want to travel. My older brother, Griffin, will be here for the service, but I doubt he’ll stay after. He has property in Halifax and it gets—” he shook his head as if deciding on the right word “—crowded with all of us together.”

			Multiple alphas, Cooper thought, filling in what Park avoided. “So who is going to be there?”

			“Look, no one expects you to get everyone’s names right immediately. I know it’s overwhelming. I’m sorry to throw you into the pit like this before you’re ready.”

			“Nonsense. Put me in, coach. I was born ready.”

			Park huffed at the painfully false bravado. “Okay. My grandmother Helena, obviously.” He stopped, looking lost, already struck by some uncomfortable thought or memory.

			“What was your grandfather’s name?” Cooper said softly.

			“Joe.” Park smiled, more of a grimace, and quickly moved on, giving Cooper a rundown of his family.

			He had two uncles, Marcus and Stuart, and an aunt, Lorelei. Neither of the uncles lived with Helena, though they were never too far away, either. Cooper vaguely remembered the names. Marcus, married and childless, was the one who had disobeyed the pack and told Park the truth about his parents, and Park spoke of him fondly.

			Stuart was a widower, and his daughter, Delia, also lived in DC. Park would occasionally go out to dinner with her. He often invited Cooper along, but Cooper always declined. He claimed it was because couples needed time apart and to maintain separate friends, but truthfully he’d just felt pathetic tagging along like the kid your mother makes you invite. That and he’d been too nervous to meet Park’s cousin. Eventually Park just stopped asking.

			Park’s aunt, Lorelei, did live with Helena, and that was interesting.

			“What do you mean she and her ex-husband still live there?”

			“Exactly that. Lorelei and Tim have been divorced for, oh, nineteen years, I think? But he never moved out. They raised my cousin Raymond together.”

			“Okay,” Cooper said slowly. “That’s nice.” Maybe. “But Raymond must be an adult now. What’s stopping them from, you know, separating?”

			Park hesitated. “Tim is... Well, Tim isn’t exactly family anymore, but he’s still part of, you know—” he gestured vaguely “—part of the pack.”

			“So he has to stay?” Cooper tried to imagine living with Park for decades after they broke up, and his body recoiled. “That must have been brutal for both of them.”

			Park scrunched up his nose. “I guess. I’ve never actually thought about it. My grandparents aren’t romantically together, either, haven’t been for years, but they always seem fine. Seemed fine,” he corrected under his breath.

			“You know, you say it’s hard for your family to all be under one roof as one super pack, but all these divorces and separations sound like the perfect opportunity to break away and start their own packs to me.”

			“It’s complicated,” Park hedged. “They don’t like when people leave.”

			“You left.”

			Park glanced sharply at Cooper but didn’t respond.

			“You’re one of six. And your dad was one of four, right? That’s some crowded family tree.”

			“There’s a lot of pressure on older packs to reproduce. For the good of the species and all that shit,” Park mumbled. He sounded annoyed, like this was an old argument he’d heard too often.

			“I didn’t realize the, uh, species needed maintaining,” Cooper said.

			“It’s...difficult. We need more room than you, access to land for shifting, et cetera. Many wolves just don’t have the space to raise kids.”

			“But your family does.”

			Park laughed darkly. “Yeah, we have space. And I’ve got eleven nieces and nephews to prove it, with more coming. At this rate we will be the species. Though at least my older sister Jackie and her wife, Mai, adopted. Mai’s a cardiac surgeon,” he added proudly.

			Cooper stopped playing with his brace. “Your sister’s gay?”

			“She’s bi,” Park corrected, then caught Cooper’s eye. “What?”

			“Nothing,” Cooper said quickly. He could feel Park examining him, so he looked up to meet his eyes. “Just...do they know about...me?”

			Park’s curious gaze froze and he looked almost uncomfortable before understanding relaxed his face again. “You mean do they know you and I are dating? Yes. I told you that’s not a problem.”

			Cooper frowned. “What did you think I meant?”

			Park looked distracted as he put the car into a lower gear to climb the next brutal hill. “Hmm? Oh, nothing, I was just confused. We’re about fifteen minutes out from Port Drove, the last town before the estate. Do you still want to stop beforehand for the cat?”

			Cooper smiled at Park’s “I only tolerate that animal for you” tone. While their relationship had gotten closer with all the time they spent together, Park and Boogie’s relationship was as one-sided as ever, with Boogie constantly trying to knead Park’s lap or sneak a nap in the small of his back in bed while Park grumbled and avoided and gently relocated her to Cooper’s side whenever he caught her.

			Cooper twisted in his seat, ignoring the spike of discomfort in his shin, to examine the cat carrier on the floor of the back seat. Boogie had been even quieter than usual during the ride, completely shut down by her unfair captivity. She squinted at him now through the bars before looking away, as if the very sight of him disgusted her. In other words, the traveling hadn’t seemed to affect her usual personality.

			With his young cat-sitter-extraordinaire neighbor Ava away at journalism camp, less than ten hours to make other arrangements and—okay, let’s be honest—a pretty empty contact list of friends, he’d been forced to bring Boogie along on the trip.

			“Yeah. Anywhere I can pick up some tins and litter would be great, thanks.” He felt bad asking Park to stop now that they were so close, but it hadn’t made sense to pack supplies he could pick up anywhere. Especially when neither of them was sure how long they’d even be here. “Unless you think your family—”

			“No,” Park said. “They’re not big cat people.”

			Cooper made a face at Boogie, who was still ignoring him. “Are you sure they won’t mind that I brought her?”

			Silence. Apparently Park was ignoring him as well now, too. Well, seven hours into this venture and Cooper had successfully alienated both traveling companions. Right on schedule.

			He turned back around to face forward and tried to readjust his own leg, heavy with the brace, as subtly as possible. He needn’t have bothered. Park was busy frowning down at the wheel. “Oliver? What’s wrong?”

			“The car’s started pulling to the left,” he said as they crested the hill, took another steep curve with a cute little lookout point over the sea and started down again. “I think the—”

			The car gave a sudden jolt to the right, and Park’s expression changed to pure alarm.

			“What? Is it the tire?” Cooper asked, even as he knew that a flat tire wouldn’t explain what was happening or the smooth, near-silent descent of the car down the mountain road.

			“No,” Park said gruffly, his whole leg twitching as he aggressively pumped the brakes. They were slowly but steadily gaining speed now. Going faster on the sloping, icy road than they had all day. Cooper’s right foot was pressing hard against the car floor, subconsciously trying to brake himself, and his freshly healed shinbone protested at the tension. He checked the speedometer. Forty crawled past forty-five and approached fifty.

			“Is your seat belt on?” Park said tightly.

			“Of course,” Cooper said. The words slurred a bit and his lips felt weird, tingly. “Wait!” He twisted in his seat again to grab Boogie’s carrier—why the fuck had he left it loose on the floor?—tugged it up front into his lap, and tucked it between his body and the chest belt while a loud hissing and thumping sounded from inside. If his leg hurt at the twist, this time he didn’t notice.

			“Hold on.” Park grabbed the emergency brake and yanked it up.

			Nothing happened.

			“Oh, good,” Park said.

			Cooper laughed. He didn’t even realize he was doing it until Park looked at him with concern. Nothing was funny. He certainly didn’t feel amused. The tingling in his lips had spread across his face, across his scalp and down his spine until he couldn’t sit still. His arms ached where they dug into Boogie’s carrier. But the fluttering in his chest insisted on erupting as laughter, anyway. Beyond Park’s disbelieving face he saw the speedometer tease fifty-five.

			How many times can you cheat death? The unwelcome thought burrowed into Cooper’s head like a parasite. Surely four is one too many.

			Up ahead the road disappeared where it curved once more around the mountain. Beyond it the sea glittered like a dark gem set between the colorless snow and sky. They wouldn’t make it at this speed. Cooper reached out and put his palm against Park’s chest as if he could brace him from impact.

			Poor Boogie. I should have left her at home.

			“Hold on,” Park said again. Not that tired old line, Cooper thought, and gripped the front of Park’s coat while pulling the cat carrier closer to his chest until the metal latch bit into his skin. It wouldn’t make a difference in the end.

			Park downshifted, and Cooper jolted forward as the car tugged back a little and whined in protest. Park exhaled loudly. It wasn’t a dramatic drop in speed, three miles at most, and the bend in the road was directly ahead of them now, but it was something. Cooper was tempted to just yank the damn thing all the way to first gear but resisted. Instead he watched as Park downshifted again and again, one gear at a time, each drop in speed nowhere near as much as he wanted it to be, each jolt forward harsher, and each whine of the engine louder and more strained.

			Park dropped them to second gear just as they entered the curve, and Cooper slammed forward as the speedometer dropped one last time. It was still too fast. The tires screeched as they took the curve and he barely heard them over the engine, so high-pitched and stressed-sounding now that Cooper half expected something to pop and give beneath them. Abruptly the back tires fishtailed over a patch of ice, and for just a moment it felt like falling.

			Park gripped the steering wheel with both hands and Cooper held his breath. He remembered being fifteen and just learning how to drive, with his dad in the passenger’s seat. He remembered the feeling of taking that first turn at any speed over twenty-five mph.

			“What if I tip the car over, Dad?”

			“You won’t, Coop.”

			“But how do you know?”

			“They’re built not to. Trust me.”

			He remembered leaning away from the turn as if he could counterbalance the whole car, and his dad’s subsequent annoyance. “Get your butt back in the seat! We’re not going to tip!”

			Cooper felt his left ass cheek digging into the cushion now, instinctively trying to keep some equilibrium...

			...and then suddenly they were on a straightaway again, going thirty-four. He laughed again, this time sounding slightly more relieved and less like a cartoon villain in a haunted asylum.

			“Yes!” His voice was loud, ragged and shaking with adrenaline. “Now what? Do we wait for the next uphill?” he asked, avoiding looking at the angry sea stalking his periphery.

			“Too risky,” Park said. “It might get worse again before it gets better.”

			“So we...” Cooper looked to the left. Several miles ahead, the inner cliff face they were skirting eased away to what looked like steep hills and small trees, though the topography of the land was hard to determine beneath the snow.

			“We hope another car doesn’t come,” Park said. “Or any hidden drop-offs.”

			He put his hand over Cooper’s—still gripping the front of his coat—and pulled it to his mouth for a brief kiss, then guided them onto the wrong side of the road, inching toward the barrier-like buildup of snow on the left that a plow had made. The car jumped and tilted before they could even touch the barrier as it crushed the runoff on the side.

			Inside her carrier, Boogie hissed and swatted at the cage door, finally attune to the danger.

			When the side of the car hit the icy bumper, the car rocked and Cooper couldn’t hold back his shout. The sounds of the ice grinding against the metal made it feel like they were going faster rather than slowing down, now that the distance was measured with slaps, bumps and screeches.

			“Ready?” Park had to shout.

			“I trust you,” Cooper said. He could feel the pounding of Park’s heart against his fist just before they turned fully off the road and he was thrown into the passenger door as the car leapt and skidded across the snow.

			A horrible screeching sound rang out—so there was a real guardrail beneath all that after all—and then the screech continued as Boogie took up the war cry. Cooper had lost hold of Park and was just clutching the carrier with his right hand while his left hand shot out in front as if he could stop what was coming.

			Another teeth-clattering thump came from beneath them, and Cooper lurched forward. Boogie yowled and the right side of his face slammed into the protrusion between the windshield and the passenger-seat window.

			“Fuck!” Cooper grabbed at his face as a rave party briefly went off in his eye. He felt a lurching in his stomach and his thoughts tripped like a skipping record before abruptly going black.
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