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PROLOGUE – A MEMORY
DALE
I t was 1958 and Danny was looking good. His leather jacket sat squarely on his shoulders over his black, no-frills t-shirt. His hair was carefully combed and held in place with a judicious layer of pomade. The Lucky cigarette in his mouth, unlit at the moment, hung at just the right angle.
If only his phone would stop going off.
“Hey, Mike,” said Dale, straightening the lapels of the other young man’s jacket. “Would you mind unplugging for just a little while? It’s the late ‘fifties, after all.”
The ersatz Danny Zuko rolled his eyes. “All right, all right, don’t have an episode,” he protested, but fished his cell phone from his jacket pocket all the same and thumbed it to silent. “It’s not like I’m going to take a call in the middle of a scene.”
There was a startling array of anachronisms on display in this little corner of 1958. Other greasers in leather jackets cruised by, hunched over their phones, texting. Girls in poodle skirts and cardigans sipped from takeaway Starbucks cups. Modern music blared from the speaker parked on top of the prop jukebox near the end of the stage.
Dale was proud of the juke he’d scavenged from a dusty warehouse, despite the groveling he’d had to do to the members of the football team, whom he’d had to approach to move the damned thing across town to the high school auditorium. He was proud of the entire set, in fact. He had every right to be, as he’d personally had at least a hand in every aspect of its construction, from painting to lighting to even hammering nails. It occurred to him more than once that his commitment to detail had gone unhampered by any kind of social life, but you couldn’t argue with the results: the artificial environment could well have rivaled the original 1971 musical’s.
Wade, who was tricked out as Danny’s chief henchman Kenickie, ambled over and tugged on Mike’s sleeve. “Come on, man, we’re up,” he urged. He began to lead him away, but Dale called to them to wait.
“What, Spielberg?” Mike asked, exasperated.
Dale produced the switchblade he’d procured the day before and passed it to him. “Give this to Cliff, would you?”
“Are you kidding?” Mike said, making no move to touch it. “Where the hell did you get that thing?”
“Joke shop.” Dale pushed the button on the handle and a comb flipped up from the side.
“Some joke,” said Mike.
“Come on, this was high humor back then,” Dale insisted. “Plus, it was in the movie.”
“Yeah, for about a second and a half.”
“Little details…”
Mike looked skyward again. “‘Make the big picture,’ I know, I know. Jesus, dude, what are you going to do with yourself when this show wraps?” He snatched the “knife” and hurried off with Wade to go through their scene. Wade looked pityingly back at him once, then most certainly forgot about him altogether as they joined the rest of the T-Birds center stage.
“Well,” Dale said to no one. “I keep trying to get them to agree to put on Phantom.”
An hour later, Dale was blending a bright blush powder over his friend’s cheeks. “You take a lot of abuse for your trouble,” Kate observed.
Dale shrugged. “Saw that, did you?”
“Hard to miss, especially when it happens every two seconds. You should sit out a production. Then, when they’re reduced to acting against a brick wall with cardboard props, they’ll see what they’re missing and treat you with a little more respect.”
“Can’t sit on my hands while the program goes to hell, Kate,” he replied, touching up her eyebrow liner. “It’s all I’ve got to keep me grounded and sane.”
Kate brushed a strand of her blonde wig, indistinguishable from a real hairdo, thank you very much, from her cheek and regarded him. “You need to find some interests other than science and scenery.”
“I have other interests,” he said. “Just no practical ones.”
She half-smiled. “Oh, yeah? Name one that doesn’t involve something that happens in the lab or on the stage.”
Dale snapped the makeup case shut. “All done.”
Kate was still looking at him expectantly. “Can’t do it, can you?”
Dale fiddled with the clasp on the case, considering. “Not in this particular instance, no.”
“Because you’re a reclusive hermit? I love you, Dale, but you know it’s the truth.”
Dale took a deep breath. “No, it’s because it happens to be on stage at the moment.”
Kate looked around. “No!” she breathed. “Who?”
“Doesn’t matter,” he said.
“It does so matter. Now, who is it? Don’t make me go down the list of cast members until I get it right.”
“Just drop it, okay?”
“Fine, we’ll do it the hard way.” She scrutinized the assembled actors. “It’s not Danny, I’m sure. Probably not Putzie, either, no one would be into Putzie…”
“Will you please stop?” Dale protested.
“And Kenickie’s out, too, I guess. Sonny might be…”
“I’m serious, stop it!”
Kate’s eyes widened. “Wait, I got it, didn’t’ I?” She goggled at him. “Cliff? You’re crushing on Cliff?”
Dale sighed and closed his eyes. “Let it go, Kate.”
“For how long?”
“Long enough to know that it’s not going to happen.”
Kate was quiet for a moment. “Dale…”
“Why is it that every time you use my name, it’s to line me up for a reality fastball?”
She would not be dissuaded. “Dale, I’m pretty sure Cliff’s straight.”
Dale didn’t think he could have gotten more deflated about his prospects with Cliff, but apparently there was room for more let-downs. “Well,” he covered. “It’s not like it matters, because it never would have happened anyway, anyhow.”
“That’s crap!” she said angrily. “I hate it when you run yourself down like that. You have so much to offer, a person would be lucky to have you into them.”
“Except in this particular situation, it seems.”
She planted her hands on her hips. “Look around at where you are. This is a place of action.” She made a wide gesture with her hands. “So, act, for god’s sake. Don’t throw away your time and effort on something that isn’t going to happen and stay open to something that will.” She turned and was gone in a swirl of skirt, leaving him with his thoughts.

THE SHOW HAD GONE off without a hitch, or at least none that the audience could see. Though to the untrained eye, it had been a swimmingly wonderful production, down to the last “rama lama ka dinga da dinga dong,” there were a hundred missteps that Dale would analyze to no end later that evening. For now, however, he was focused solely on the cast party. He, like everyone else involved, was expected to be there, and had been threatened with vague yet sincere reprisals by Kate should he duck the event.
And so it was that he found himself in a sea of whooping and ecstatic bodies, completely out of his element. He quickly found a corner to tuck himself into while he nursed his Coke and tried to gauge how many people had seen him to justify to Kate that he’d actually been there, so he could slip away.
There was a fresh burst of cheering and applause as Mike and his cohorts entered the backstage area together. It was exactly as though a triumphant Danny Zuko and his fellow T-Birds had made the scene.
Cliff was following in Mike’s wake, and all thoughts of leaving the party left Dale’s head. The former had a dark, handsome quality that shone through even the admittedly corny getup he still wore from the show, and he moved with an easy grace that Dale envied. It was almost a detachment, as though he didn’t feel a part of the events around him but wasn’t made to feel awkward by them, either. He simply went his own way.
There were toasts made, some ragged, impromptu speeches and more cheers. Through it all, Dale stayed in his corner and stared at Cliff, ready to flick his eyes away the instant the other man felt himself being so closely watched.
Or so he thought. Dale realized Cliff was, in fact, looking back at him. He’d gone into his back pocket and brought out the switchblade gag prop Dale had sent him earlier. Bringing it up, he popped out the comb portion and waggled it in the air good-naturedly for Dale to see. More importantly, Cliff smiled at him and nodded.
Dale started to smile back, then lost his nerve and dropped his eyes. When he looked up again, Kate was there, shorn of her Sandy wig and regarding him with impatience.
“Don’t be a schmuck,” her look said.
He looked away, suddenly very interested in the inspection tag on the wall-mounted fire extinguisher. When he looked back up again, Kate was right in front of him, still sending him the silent message loud and clear: “I mean it!”
Dale pressed his lips tightly together and gave her an intense glare.
She glared right back at him, raising a threatening finger.
Summoning every ounce of his willpower, Dale pushed himself off the wall and started walking toward Cliff and his friends.
“It’s your funeral,” Kate whispered, swatting his ass as he went by.
It felt to Dale like it took two weeks to cross the room. Was he sidestepping so many revelers out of necessity or to give himself time to think of what to say? He didn’t know. All he knew is that he probably wouldn’t be able to say anything with the dry sandbox his mouth had become, but he had momentum now and he kept moving.
“Hey, hey, Spielberg!” crowed Mike, apparently feeling magnanimous enough to include him in the festivities. “Didn’t expect you to be here.”
Dale just stood there, trying to peel his tongue from the roof of his mouth to say something witty as a comeback and having no luck.
“Kleiser,” said Cliff.
“What?” asked Mike. “Bless you, I guess.”
Dale laughed a parched little chuckle, just enough for Mike to see and glower at him.
“What’s so funny?” he demanded.
“Not Spielberg,” Dale said. “Randal Kleiser. He directed ‘Grease’ in ’78.” His voice sounded all right to him, so he ventured to Cliff, “Good one.”
Cliff smiled and nodded at him. “Thanks. And thanks for the extra touch.” He mock-combed his hair with the switchblade prop. “How does it go? ‘Little details…’”
“‘Make the big picture,’” Dale finished. “Yeah, they do.”
“Oh, man,” exclaimed Mike to Cliff. “You sound just like him. I can’t stand around and listen to you get converted into the Loyal Order of Shakespeare.” He stalked off, taking the remaining T-Birds with him.
There was a long, awkward silence between Dale and Cliff before Dale said, “You were great tonight.”
“Thanks,” Cliff replied. “I don’t think the whole thing hinged on the exploits of Sonny, but I guess I did okay. You did an amazing job on everything. The set, the costumes, the makeup, everything.”
“Well, it wasn’t just me…”
“Yeah, right. If it hadn’t been for you, we would’ve been forced to put on our hundredth production of Our Town, because an empty stage would’ve been all we had to work with. You saved us from minimalist hell.”
Dale fought for something to say in response but was having a hard time concentrating, what with the din of his fellow party-goers. Cliff seemed to see this and cocked his head at the door. “You want to go outside for a minute, get some air?”
“Yes, air,” Dale affirmed. “Air would be good. I like air. It’s my favorite breathable gas.”
He realized as soon as he’d said it how much like an android he sounded and immediately regretted it. Cliff was unfazed, though, and merely beckoned him out the door and into the night.

THEY STARTED WALKING under the amber streetlights by the parking lot and gradually drifted down toward the football field. The nighttime desertion of the wide-open space added to their feeling of separation from the raucous party going on back in the auditorium. It was late enough in the year that there were no crickets to break the stillness, but not so late as to make it uncomfortably cool out. It was, Dale decided, a perfect night for a walk.
“So, ten years,” Cliff said. “Where do you want to be in ten years?”
“You say that like you have your own life planned out already,” answered Dale.
Cliff laughed. “You remember that career aptitude test they got us to take back at the beginning of the year?”
“Oh, yeah. It said I was suited for the library sciences. How about you? Did it get you right?”
“Actually, it did. It was almost spooky.”
Dale waited for him to say more, and when he didn’t, he said, “Come on, give—what path did it say you should follow?”
Cliff smiled. “That’s pretty appropriate phrasing.” He paused. “What would you guess I’m suited for?”
Dale hesitated. He was bad at guessing games. He was much better, he felt, at analyzing empirical data.
So analyze the data you have, genius, the Kate inside his head chided him. You’ve done plenty of observing, so draw some conclusions from it already.
Dale took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts. “Okay…you like being outdoors, so not a life in a cube farm.”
“Right so far.”
“And you’re not a loner, but you’re not a social butterfly, either, so nothing on a traditional team. Or at least, not anything where you’re around lots of people all the time.”
“Dash it all, Holmes, how do you do it?” Cliff asked in a stuffy British accent.
“I just call it like I see it,” Dale answered. He was secretly flattered at being compared to Sherlock Holmes, whom he considered one of his personal heroes.
“You see a lot,” Cliff said. “You must do a lot of looking.”
Dale shrugged noncommittally. There was a line between coming across as Sherlock Holmes and a creepy stalker. He didn’t want to shoot across that line carelessly.
“So, what’s the verdict?” Cliff prodded. “What do you see me doing? I mean, since my skills on stage aren’t likely to carry me very far.”
“If I had to guess, I’d say something with the forestry service.”
Cliff stopped walking and stared at him. “Okay, now that’s spooky!”
“What?”
“You basically got it dead center. The test pegged me for a park ranger. How’d you do that?”
“Would you believe it was just a lucky guess?” They started walking again.
“Some luck. As soon as I saw the words ‘park ranger’, it was like something clicked into place. I just feel better when I’m outdoors. More at home.” He glanced at Dale, as if expecting him to scoff or laugh. He seemed glad when Dale did neither.
“Nothing weird about that. Everyone has turf where they feel most comfortable. Mine’s the lab.”
“Why’s that?”
Dale thought for a moment. “It’s the environment where everything lines up. Everything can be measured, weighed, documented…where everything can be explained.”
Now it was Cliff’s turn to have the good grace not to scoff, although he clearly disagreed with Dale’s point of view. “Science can’t explain everything.”
Dale shook his head. “If it can be observed, then it can be studied. Even if science doesn’t have all the answers, it can at least point us in the right direction.”
“And what direction is that?”
After taking a look around, Dale pointed. “That way.”
“The fifty-yard line?”
Dale laughed. It was an uncertain sound, as it was a rarity for him. “Why not? I’m always trying to become more centered.”

Cliff
THEIR TALK CONTINUED EASILY, but Cliff’s mind was caught up in a whirlwind of indecision. He liked Dale, liked talking with him. But how much could he tell him?
Cliff carried around a secret, one he’d never revealed to anyone. Not only that, he’d never felt the urge to reveal it to anyone before. There had never been anyone in his life he felt could accept the weight of the revelation with anything but skepticism at best and fear at worst.
Dale, though…Dale was different. It wasn’t just that he was intelligent, which was obvious, but he also had the air of one who was completely nonjudgmental. This was probably because he was judged himself on a regular basis, and not favorably either. He knew what it felt like to be looked on with scorn and derision, so he was unwilling to hold that same point of view toward anyone else. Was it enough to make his ear the one into which Cliff could finally whisper his confession?
They had gained the center of the shadowy football field. Cliff abruptly stopped walking, and Dale did likewise, his soft eyes on Cliff’s conflicted face.
Cliff put out a hand and rested it lightly on the side of Dale’s waist. Dale looked surprised at the sudden touch, his brows raised quizzically toward Cliff. But that didn’t stop him from moving closer, drawn by the pressure of Cliff’s hand on his waist, drifting down to his hips. Hesitantly, Cliff pressed a kiss to Dale’s lips. It was as if someone else possessed him—he couldn’t resist the urge. The kiss was light at first, Dale sinking into it with a soft sigh. He brought his hands up to Cliff’s face, placing his palms to his cheeks as their kiss deepened.
They stepped closer, their bodies touching now, each aware of the heat they were giving off in the mild chill of the evening. Cliff felt a swell of pleasure as Dale moved closer to him, pressing his lithe body against his own.
The tip of Cliff’s tongue brushed Dale’s upper lip before slipping into his mouth. Dale’s lips parted more for Cliff, allowing him to sweep his tongue through his mouth. Dale shivered against him, just their torsos touching now. Cliff could feel Dale’s heart beating rapidly, matching his own excited pace. Dale grew bolder at Cliff’s gentle coaxing, exploring Cliff’s mouth with a thick tongue.
Cliff tightened his grip on Dale’s waist and brought him in even closer. When their lower bodies came into contact with each other, their mutual excitement was obvious. Cliff reached down with his free hand and brushed his fingers over Dale’s crotch, feeling the tension straining the fabric there.
Moaning softly, Dale pressed himself closer to Cliff, his groin pulsing under Cliff’s large hands. Cliff massaged Dale softly through his jeans, teasing him lightly as he bit Dale’s bottom lip. The sounds Dale made as he pleasured him were driving Cliff senseless. He hadn’t realized before this kiss how attracted he was to Dale—despite how often he’d imagined this exact moment, it had never been anything more than a fantasy.
“Hey, Cliff, you out here?” a voice shouted.
Mike and the other T-Birds were emerging from the darkness. Cliff dropped his hand from Dale’s throbbing cock and down to his side as he stepped away from the man. Their eyes met, glittering in the darkness and Cliff smiled faintly.
“Yeah,” Cliff answered, tearing his eyes away from Dale. “Over here.” Then, to Dale, “Talk later?”
Dale nodded.




DALE
T  he morning air is cold, frigid even. It caresses my cheeks, making them sting as I run through the city. The street lights are still on, dawn just barely breaking above the skyline, casting a moody sheen over the city. My heart pounds regularly and quickly in my chest, my legs steady beneath me as I jog.
I check my watch, my run recorded on it, 5.7 miles. Almost there. I up my pace, finishing strong as I round the corner of the block leading to my apartment. Lately, my thoughts have been preoccupied with my past; finding old high school friends on social media, dredging up old memories. Not all of them pleasant.
It wasn’t that long ago, less than ten years, but I am certainly a different person. I doubt my tormentors are any different, especially Cliff. I grimace as my building comes into view and my watch beeps, signaling that I’ve reached the end of my six-mile run. I slow, walking to finish my cool down.
After that night on the field, I never did hear from Cliff, except for the casual insults he tossed my way. But mostly, he ignored me completely after we kissed. No more smiles in the halls or short conversations about movies. He never once looked me in the eyes again.
I shake my head, heart rate slowing. It doesn’t much matter anymore though—I’ve gotten past those days. It was difficult to deal with in high school, to cope with the pain, but now…now, all I could do was try to forget. He was probably just experimenting that night and was ashamed of it. I was glad I dodged that closeted bullet, even if thoughts of him still haunt me.
In my apartment, I take a quick shower. I consider rubbing one out but decide against it. I’m running late anyway and eager to get to work. I trim my beard, appreciative of the way it gives my baby face a more masculine edge. It makes me look older. And it gives me a buffer, easy to hide behind.
A half hour later, I pull into work, parking carefully in the underground parking lot of the Bernard Frankenheimer Center on Human Attraction. My 1994 red Land Cruiser looks a little beat up in comparison to the shiny new Audis and Cadillacs. The scientists here are paid very well, first born son and then some. It’s my salary, too, but my philosophy is if it ain’t broke don’t fix it. And I doubt my Land Cruiser will ever break.
I take the elevator out of the garage and up to the main floor, the lobby. A young man at the front desk smiles as I flash him my badge and continue to the door that leads into the Center. The Center is strict on security: everything is only accessible with an access badge or codes. My lab is on the third floor, facing the back of the compound. I head there now, browsing my notes on my iPad.
The halls are a little sparse nowadays, as several scientists have quit unexpectedly or just disappeared. Disappeared is a strong word—resigned suddenly may be more appropriate. One of them, Dr. Charlie Fawn, was a friend. I’d been planning on asking him on a date, but he “resigned suddenly” a couple months ago. There weren’t many friendly people at the Center, the scientists were always buried in their work. But it was fine with me. I needed to focus on my work anyway.
Research into advanced neural network algorithms was my passion and I was very proud of my work. At first, when I was hired to work at the Center by Dr. Taylor Slickberg, I had concerns about the budget. I chuckle, thinking of the way my eyes bugged out of my head when I saw the budget Slickberg had set aside for me.
It was as if there was no limit to his resources, but then again, would any university ever limit the most successful and decorated scientist in the world? He had dabbled in everything from biology to physics and made strides in each field. And after his invention of Semi-Synthetic Amenopeben, the new miracle drug to fight anti-biotic resistant bacteria, Slickberg could have almost anything he wanted.
In my lab, I drop my satchel onto the stool nearest the door, still staring down at my screen. The blinds are closed; I open them without looking, it’s the same routine every morning. My windows face the courtyard in the back, a picnic area for the scientists to eat lunch in and three volleyball courts. Slickberg spared no expense when he opened the Center.
I turn on the radio, rock and roll filling the room, and settle into the chair in front of my computer. My days are mostly filled with programming, now that my preliminary research is over. Tapping my finger on the desk, I pull up my file on body language, specifically facial expressions. My big project, my key to making a difference in the world, all depends on this. I’ve been creating a computer program that can interpret human body language and respond appropriately, flirt, argue, calm. If it all goes to plan and my programming is successful, it could do virtually anything in the realm of human interaction.
Typing quickly, I start making final changes to my program, running it after each new change to make sure it runs smoothly. It’s like performing surgery in the digital world. Instead of a scalpel, I have a keyboard. I make careful moves; if I get sloppy, the entire program will collapse.
I tug uncomfortably at my collar. I’ve worn a button-up today and a tie at the behest of Slickberg. He sent out an email this morning warning me that some investors would be touring the facility and he planned a special stop for them at my lab.
Distractions and interruptions to my work are never appreciated, but this one is necessary for the Center’s endowment. Luckily, my lab is spotless, as usual, and I could get to work immediately before they arrive. Which should be any minute.
As I’m putting the finishing touch to a particularly difficult line of code, the door to my lab swings open, Slickberg’s voice floating through.
“Gentlemen, this is a special stop. One of our most important projects is almost complete and we get to witness the refining stage,” Slickberg says, leading three men and a woman into the room.
They look at the lab curiously as I swivel around and rise to my feet. I take them in, observing the designer clothes, the perfectly coifed hair. Private investors.
“This is Dale Weitz, one of our best programmers,” Slickberg introduces me with a grin.
I reach out to take their handshakes, they flash me brilliant smiles. The smiles of people waiting to be very, very impressed. I’m confident in my work but I hope Slickberg hasn’t built it up to be more than it is. “It’s nice to meet you,” I say dutifully, flashing them a smile.
“You don’t look like any programmer I’ve ever seen,” the woman says, eyeing me.
I’m acutely aware of my well-trimmed beard. “How many programmers have you met?”
“Well, not many,” she starts.
“That might explain it,” I say, smiling even though her comment irked me.
“Dale here is our resident whiz kid. In less than a year, he’s created an algorithm that will help computers understand and respond to human body language,” Slickberg interrupts, slapping me on the back.
“Impressive,” one of the men says, peering over my shoulder at my computer screen where my code is flashing. “But what’s the end goal?”
What’s the profit, he means. “There are many implications for this kind of technology. With the digitization of much of our communication and the development of AI in our homes, tech like this will go far. We can program robots, smart homes, cell phones, virtually anything we interact with,” I explain.
“You mean sex robots?” The man raises a brow.
I shrug. “Potentially. It could also, of course, have medical benefits. Imagine how this kind of program could be used to help kids on the autism spectrum. Imagine a device that can interpret body language and project what kind of response the child needs to the people around them, such as space or touch, when the child can’t communicate it themselves. Or on the opposite end, it makes other people’s body language clear to those who have difficulty interpreting it.”
The investors murmur amongst themselves, impressed. Slickberg grins broadly. “Like I said, whiz kid.”
I go to a nearby counter and reveal a sleek, white helmet. “Anybody want to try it on?”
The investors look at it skeptically. “What is it?” the woman asks.
“Here, try it.” I pass it to her, helping her place it properly on her head.
The helmet almost completely obscures her eyes, and suddenly, a classical tune plays. Stringed instruments swell, a piano joining in. “What the…” Her eyes are wide.
I help her remove the helmet, but before they ask any questions, I pass it to the next investor. Eagerly, he tugs it onto his balding head and almost immediately, rock and roll plays. Before the man can pass it on, I take it back and tuck it away; the hardware is expensive.
“What was that?” he asks.
“It’s part of my programming, a separate piece. The helmet has a program that can read your brainwaves.”
“So, it knows what music we like?”
“Your brain created that music,” I say. I can’t help the grin on my face. They gape at me. “Brain waves can easily be converted into sound waves with my tech—it’s just another facet of this project. Reading brainwaves is key to understanding intent. Eventually, we’ll link it to the program that interprets body language and the two will work in tandem.”
Slickberg interrupts before they can speak. “Very impressive, Dale, and a truly excellent presentation of the project.”
“Yes, we’re looking forward to seeing this completed,” the woman says, eyeing me appreciatively.
I shrug. “Thank you.”
“And how is ARF?” He turns to the investors. “Automated Response to Flirtation, I mean.”
Internally, I cringe at the acronym. The Center has never been particularly good at acronyms for their projects. ARF is another segment of my programming, a little more complex. “I have the completed prototype.” I show him a small white device that fits in the palm of my hand. “I’ll be taking the weekend off to test it outside the lab.”
Slickberg nods. “Very good. Now then, we’ll leave you to it, Dale. Keep up the good work.”
He ushers the investors from the room, and as they murmur about my projects, I catch them whispering about potential profit margins. I sigh. I’ve never been one of the money people, but I can certainly understand their need for it.
I fiddle with the ARF device as the door clicks softly closed behind them. After work today, I’m headed back to my hometown for a long weekend, and the device is going with me. It’s passed all my lab tests but working with it in the field will be a different type of test altogether. Hopefully, I can find people to use it on, not that my hometown has a lot of eligible bachelors.
Gently placing the device in my satchel so I don’t forget it, I turn back to my programming. There’s still a lot to do before I head home.




CLIFF
C ountry music fills the small restaurant, adding to the rural atmosphere. The hostess, dressed in plaid and cowgirl boots, leads me and Nicholas to our table in the back. Nicholas, my date, is almost as tall as me and a burly man whose style can simply be described as “camouflage.”
There are peanut shells covering the hardwood floor and they crunch beneath my feet. Antlers are the theme throughout, horn chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, trophies mounted on the walls. I grit my teeth, dragging my eyes away from the hunting trophies to focus on the man in front of me. Wearing a camo shirt and a pair of blue jeans, Nicholas has dressed casually for our date, perhaps a little too casually. Or maybe I’m simply overdressed. I glance down at myself, in my plain button-up and a cardigan.
I bump gently into Nicholas’s back as he comes to a stop in front of our table, which is covered in a light layer of grease. “Here ya’ll go,” the hostess says with an exaggerated country twang.
I slide into the booth across from Nicholas as he settles in comfortably. He picked the location for our date today and I can tell it’s a restaurant he visits often. It’s not my scene, but I was happy when he asked me out, happy enough to let him take the lead planning our date.
The hostess is replaced by a grumpy waiter and he takes our orders. “Due to the city’s temporary ban on water, our menu options are a little more limited than usual. I recommend the steak,” he says, staring resolutely down at his notepad.
“Steak it is, extra fries,” Nicholas says gruffly.
“Are salads available?” I ask, searching my menu.
“Unfortunately, no,” the waiter says. “What can I get for you instead?”
Damn…as a vegetarian, salads are usually my go-to, particularly when I’m not sure about a restaurant’s vegetarian options. “I’ll just take some fries, thanks.” I pass my menu back.
The waiter disappears and I turn my attention to Nicholas, admiring his handsome features. He’s rough around the edges, with a scruffy beard and caterpillar eyebrows. But his online profile was amusing and his messages were sweet. I had a good feeling about him. I take a drink of my beer, smiling at Nicholas across the table.
“So, vegetarian, huh?” Nicholas asks, raising a brow.
I give him a lopsided grin. “What gave it away? My profile or my order?”
He laughs. “Honestly, I didn’t quite believe you until just now.”
On the dating app we met on, I made it clear I was a vegetarian and only interested in other vegetarians. “Meat eaters move on,” I’d written, with an eggplant emoji. But I’d learned to handle myself around meat eaters. Most of my friends aren’t vegetarian so it was something of a necessity.
“Oh?” I take another swig.
“Vegetarians aren’t exactly commonplace in Bear Moose.”
“No, I guess not.” I laugh, jokingly adding, “I just say it to make myself more interesting.”
He chuckles. “It worked. And you’re a…wildlife photographer?”
“Yeah.” I nod. “I’ve got some big shoots coming up in the national forest outside of town soon.”
“That’s cool,” Nicholas says, though I get the sense he’s not into photography.
“So, you know a little about me, but your profile was a little…sparse.” I raise a brow.
“I’m a man of action, not much for words,” Nicholas says, stretching back to show off his bulging muscles.
I feel a tendril of heat between my legs at the sight, but I hide my admiration as I raise my beer to my lips again. “Indulge me.”
As he opens his lips to answer, the waiter returns with our food. He sets down my plate of fries and places a massive steak in front of Nicholas. Nicholas rubs his hands together eagerly and I keep my eyes trained away from the steak. As he cuts into it, it’s impossible not to notice the raw pink flesh in the middle. The beast within me rumbles at the sight and I dart my eyes away. Nicholas moans at the first bite.
“This is how I like my meat,” he says through a mouthful of food.
I grimace internally. I can handle people eating meat in front of me, I had to learn how to. But it’s difficult to maintain control in front of a juicy steak, ribbons of blood drizzling down the flesh.
“Anyway, as I was saying,” he starts. “If you can’t find me in my garage working on my truck, you’ll find me hunting.”
“Hunting?” I’m immediately taken aback, the fries in my mouth losing all their flavor. “I didn’t know you were a hunter. I thought you liked animals?” I’d assumed all the camo was simply because he was a country boy.
“Oh yeah, I hunt all the time. And I love animals, especially the way they taste,” he jokes. “But I’ve got a hound, comes hunting with me. Tomorrow, my brothers and I are headed up to Hollow Grove. You wanna come?”
“What part of ‘I’m a vegetarian’ makes you think I’m down with hunting?” I ask, trying to keep my voice light.
His brows bunch with confusion, a frown tugging at his lips. “I don’t know.”
I force my anger to take a back seat and take a deep breath. “So, why do you hunt?”
“I’ll tell you—I’m in it for the challenge,” Nicholas says, leaning forward eagerly. “The hunt is the best part, chasing your prey.”
He’s as much a wolf as I am, I think.
“Half of these antlers were brought in by my brothers and I,” he brags, oblivious to the hard look settling on my face.
“So, you hunt without a gun then,” I say. If he likes a challenge, hunting without equipment would certainly be the ultimate one.
He scoffs. “No way, I love my guns.”
I raise my brows incredulously. “You say you like a challenge but you use a gun? Come on, man.”
His lips twist. “What the hell do you mean?”
“I mean, wouldn’t it be an actual challenge without a gun? Using traps and such? Anyone can point and shoot—you’re making it too easy.” My voice is rising as I argue with him, my food all but forgotten.
He rolls his eyes. “That’s such bullshit. Like you’d know anything about that, vegetarian.”
The rage I’d stemmed earlier comes flooding back, settling in my chest like a burning coal. I’ve already gone out on a limb by going on a date with this man, a person who didn’t have the decency to eat respectfully in front of me, a “vegetarian.” Someone who can’t even appreciate an animal beyond its usefulness or taste. Anger comes quickly to me. I usually try to ignore it, quench it, but I can feel the beast growing in strength. It’s itching to come out.
“Bullshit?” I laugh loudly, drawing eyes toward our table. “I think you’re just lazy. Or you suck. Half these antlers are small as hell anyway.”
His face reddens. “What the hell did you say to me, bitch?”
Bitch? The wolf within me snarls. I’m losing control and I know it, but I’m struggling to calm down. Part of me doesn’t want to calm down. It’s like I have tunnel vision, focused only on Nicholas’s furious face. The wolf is breaking free, it’s always like this. First, the tunnel vision, and then…my hands.
Nicholas’s eyes drop to the hand I have resting on the table, now growing in size, my nails sharpening to end in deadly points.
“What the hell?” he mumbles, his eyes darting between my hand and my face. “Is that…?”
Damn it, I curse, dropping my hand beneath the table. I look around wildly, searching for a solution, even as I’m combatting the wolf. My eyes land on the mug of beer. I grab it and toss it in his face, drenching him. He splutters angrily but by the time he’s gotten to his feet I’m halfway out the door.
“Hey, fuck you,” Nicholas shouts as the door swings shut behind me.
The wolf is raging, tearing at me internally. I sprint to the fields of corn nearby, the stalks tall and green, too early to harvest. I leap the fence, throwing myself into the vegetation. And then I shift, releasing myself to embrace the wolf within me.
I howl triumphantly as I shift, doubling over until I’m on all fours, my clothes shredding as my limbs bulge and change. My vision changes and I know the shift has reached my skull, my teeth elongating, my jaw stretching. The shift is painless, quick, easy. I’m in the recesses of my mind, my animal instincts taking prevalence. I stretch, shaking my head and rolling out my shoulders in preparation for the long run.
The national forest is seven miles from here, my favorite haunt is even farther. So I run, throwing myself through the corn toward the mountains in the distance. The corn quickly gives way to open, untilled fields. I streak through the moonlight, grateful that the only civilization nearby is a homestead to the east. No one will notice a chestnut colored wolf on their farmland.
As I run, I know I’m working off the angry energy of my date. Fuming, I toss a glance over my shoulder in the direction I came from, where Nicholas is no doubt stuffing his face with steak and bitching about me.
Nicholas was not who he said he was, I think angrily as I tear into the forest and leave the open meadows behind. “Animal Lover” he’d written, “At Home in Nature.” I scoff, but as a wolf it comes out as a choked huffing noise. The truth was, Nicholas was nothing more than a stereotypical hunter, from this area anyway. He wasn’t special, they were all the same. And I’d missed the signs.
I hadn’t been on a date in a few months. I’d been busy with work and travelling. Today I had high hopes—Nicholas’s profile had led me to believe we might be similar. But we couldn’t be more different. Misrepresentation was too soft a word for it but lied felt right. He had lied. And I’d fallen for it.
I slip under a fallen tree and continue my run; the den of my adopted pack is nearby. At least the night wouldn’t end as terribly as my date had. Visiting the small family of young wolves always made me feel better. They were like family to me now. I could only hope that Nicholas and his brothers would stay away from the gorges in the national forest, where the wolves’ mother had made their den.
Slowing, I jump down into a gorge, like the earth was torn apart here and the forest was left to fill it. I weave between a few young saplings, yipping softly. In the distance, deeper into the gorge, I hear a young wolf return my call. Approaching carefully, I make sure to show submission to the mother, assuring her that I’m not a threat to her and her adolescent wolf pups. In any other pack, this would be unusual behavior for an alpha, but this technically isn’t my pack. I’m a guest here, a protector. Not their leader.
The mother sniffs me, then walks away, disinterested. Suddenly, I’m thrown to the side, landing heavily on the mossy earth as a weight crushes me. A second fuzzy weight joins the first, and then a third, all yipping and snarling playfully. I snap my teeth at them, the first bites gentle on the flesh of my neck.
Wrestling is a game we play, and I usually let them win to help them learn. Showing off in the human world doesn’t usually have many consequences. But when the reality of these wolves is life or death, feeding my own ego is unsavory. Under the light of the moon, the three wolves circle me, lunging in to attack me with soft, harmless bites and swats of their paws. I fight back as gently as I can until, eventually, they scramble on top of me.
Inwardly, I laugh as they growl ferociously, working hard to keep me down as they fight for supremacy. This is much better than my date, probably better than any date. I huff at them, urging them to get off. But they don’t. They turn their heads to the moon and howl good and long. Their mother watches from her perch on a nearby boulder. Accepting my defeat, I let my head fall to the moss beneath me and stare up at the moon.




DALE
I  pull off the main highway and drive down a one lane road toward the mountains in the distance. Bear Moose is off the beaten track, a small town backed up against a mountain range. It’s a slow town, the kind of town people never leave and no one ever visits. The only thing keeping it going is the national forest and wolf reserve nearby, making it a tourist destination in the summer months.
It’s a pretty place, mostly because of the imposing mountains and the thick greenery of the forests. The town itself is nothing special, log cabins mostly. I pull onto the main drag, the only street with any traffic lights.
It took me three hours to get here from the closest airport, which is in Cheyenne, Wyoming. I had to rent a car, a little four door sedan, nice leather seats and plenty of room. It’s summer, so there aren’t any parking spaces along the road and tourists are milling about on the sidewalk, ice creams in hand.
My parents live just on the outskirts of town, in a little farmhouse that backs up against the mountain. I roll my eyes as a tourist sprints across the street in front of a line of cars, oblivious.
I hear the crunch of gravel beneath my tires as I pull into my parent’s driveway. Their beat-up truck is parked in front of the garage, as usual. I spot a basketball hoop pushed to the side and frown. That’s new.
I park next to the truck and leap out of the car, grabbing my duffel bag from the passenger seat. I’m glad they’re home. I didn’t tell them ahead of time that I was coming into town. A surprise visit to the parents never hurt anyone, right?
I knock on the front door and hear the shuffling of footsteps within. But when the door opens it’s not my father or mother appearing to greet me. A dark-skinned man, my parent’s age, fills the door way. He’s almost as tall as me but a little burlier. I look him up and down, confused.
“Hello,” he says in greeting, his dark brown eyes studying me. But then recognition flashes across his face. “You must be Dale! Come in, come in.”
Hesitantly, I step across the threshold. “I’m sorry, who are you? Are my parents home?” I ask, slipping my shoes off.
“They’re in the kitchen. They’ll be so surprised to see you. Oh, I’m Michael.” I follow him through the hall toward the kitchen in the back of the house.
They’ve done some updating. There are new hardwood floors, a fresh coat of paint on the walls and I even spy some new furniture in the sitting room as we pass by. “Mom? Dad?” I call, hoping they answer soon so I know I’m not being lured to my death by a stranger.
“Dale?” my dad’s voice echoes toward us.
“Honey?” my mom’s voice follows.
I sigh with relief. Michael must be one of their friends and they asked him to open the door. The kitchen is open-concept, looking out at the living room and dining room. Floor to ceiling windows line the wall, affording them an excellent view of the mountains out back. My dad is at the dining room table, a mug of coffee in hand. I spy my mom by the sink, finishing up the dishes from breakfast.
“Dale, sweetie,” my mom says, pausing her washing to give me a tight hug. “What are you doing here? I thought you decided to stay in Silicon Valley after the wedding was cancelled.” Her eyes dart between my dad and Michael.
I look suspiciously at her. “I know, but the tickets were nonrefundable, and I wanted to take some time off work anyway.” Which wasn’t entirely true. I was mostly here to run field tests on the ARF.
“Oh, isn’t it just so sad what happened to Jennie,” my mother says conspiratorially.
I shrug. Jennie, my cousin, was set to get married this week, which is why I originally made plans to visit. But the wedding fell apart after she caught the groom and the best man together. In her parent’s house no less. It was obvious to the rest of us that something was up between the two men, but Jennie wasn’t prone to listening well.
My dad throws an arm around me. “Son, it’s good to have you home,” he says gruffly.
My dad does his best to fit in with most of the other men in town by wearing lots of plaid and the occasional cowboy boots, but he’s more of a soft-spoken book nerd than rough and tumble rancher. He runs the local library while my mom is a freelance programmer. She taught me all I know about computers and coding.
“Hey Dad,” I say, clapping him on the back before tossing my duffel bag on the sofa.
My dad falls back to stand beside Michael, and they exchange a glance. I narrow my eyes at them; they still haven’t told me what Michael is doing there, or even who he is. I hop onto one of the stools at the counter.
“So, Michael, do you work at the library?” I ask, fishing for information.
Michael scratches his head, looking toward my dad. But my dad doesn’t say much, his face reddening. “Oh, Michael, he, uh,” he sputters. “You see, what it is…well I mean to say…”
My mother huffs, her hands folded in front of her. “Oh, my word, Hank.” She turns to me, all business. “Michael is your father’s lover.”
I almost topple off the stool. “What?”
My eyes swing between Michael, my dad, and my mom. They’re divorcing, oh my god, they’re divorcing, and my dad has the nerve to bring in a boyfriend. I grind my teeth, glaring at the two men. How could my dad do this to my mom? She’s the sweetest woman who ever walked the face of the earth and he’s insulting her.
“Now, honey,” my mom says soothingly. “Don’t get worked up, and before you jump to any conclusions, we’re fine.”
“But, Mom, what do you mean you’re fine? You’re not getting divorced?”
The three of them laugh, my mom even wipes away a tear she’s laughing so hard. “Oh, you’re so dramatic, Dale. No, no. Your father is exploring his bisexuality. We met Michael through an app I developed last year and we all hit it off immediately.”
“So,” I speak slowly, trying to wrap my head around the situation. “You three are…together?”
My dad laces his fingers through Michael’s. “We are. Michael has done wonders for our relationship.”
“And our sex life,” my mother chirps.
I drop my head to the counter. “Oh, my God.”
These are things I never needed to know or wanted to know. No kid wants to know anything about their parents’ sex life.
They’ve been talking to me, but I haven’t heard a word they’ve said as I try to wrap my head around my parent’s new situation.
“Oh, and by the way,” my mother says. “Michael is staying in your room, Dale.”
I finally lift my head, staring at her. “What? Where will I sleep?”
The farmhouse looks big on the outside but it’s only a two bedroom. We don’t have guests often, so we never invested in a guest room.
“You’ll share with Michael, of course,” she says, returning to the dishes.
I swivel around to eye Michael. He beams at me. “This is great—we’ll be roomies,” he says happily, clapping me on the back.
I force myself to smile, though it’s more of a grimace. “Great,” I say.
He flashes me one last smile before joining my dad at the table. I turn away, staring blankly at the two cupboards in front of me. My parents have more of a sex life than I do. The whispered flirtations and coy glances between the three of them have me gagging. I don’t want to know anything more about my parents having sex, it’d be too much for any kid, so I grab my duffel bag and bound up the stairs to my room.
On the landing, there are only three doors and one of them is a bathroom. I stalwartly avoid looking at my parents’ door and step into my room. I always had a bunk bed, even as a teenager. It looks like Michael is on top. I shudder. I change into a fresh shirt, a light sweater, and check my beard in the mirror in case I need to trim it again.
The ARF device is in the side pocket of my duffle and I remove it. It’s fully charged, and so is the wireless earpiece I’ll be wearing when I test it. I tuck the device in my pocket and slip the earpiece into my ear, it chirps at me. So, it works, I’ll be able to hear every message and suggestion from the ARF device when I test it today.
Feeling a tendril of excitement, I rush down the stairs. “See you guys at dinner!” I shout as I tug my shoes on.
“Okay, bye sweetie,” my mom yells back, but her voice is breathy and I have no doubt they’ll keep themselves busy while I’m gone.
My lips twist into a frown at the idea. Gross. And then I’m out the door, starting up my rental car. It’s not that I disapprove of threesomes, or even that I don’t like Michael. But, much to my chagrin, they didn’t even tell me beforehand that they’ve invited someone new into their lives. On top of that, he stole my room.
Call me petty, but my role in my parents’ lives seems to have shrunk considerably as they made room for Michael. As an only child I’m used to having my parents’ attention—they doted on me, and only me, since I was just a toddler. But I’m an adult now, and they have other…pursuits. I sigh acceptingly. This is just the way it is now.
I turn into Bear Moose proper. Welcome to the family, Michael.




CLIFF
Summertime in Bear Moose is busy. With tourists popping in and out of town, beating the sidewalks in their Chacos and imitation cowboy boots, and cleaning us out of ice cream. It can be hellish for the locals. But not for our wallets.
And so we do our best to welcome the tourists that flock to our little town for an authentic taste of the American West. Every Friday, the city sponsors an arts and craft fair and a farmer’s market, held along Main Street. It’s a big pull for tourists.
I adjust one of my landscape prints, a photo of the majestic mountain peaks at dawn. My booth is a small one but I snagged the best spot, a prime location for tourists wandering the fair. Right in the center of Main Street, a few yards from the best ice cream joint in town, I’m practically guaranteed customers. I grin at Harold in a booth selling wind chimes a few yards away from me. He scowls. The competition for spots is fierce and I beat him to the punch, barely.
Two girls are at my booth, casually perusing my prints. I know they aren’t buyers. I’ve been doing this long enough to tell when people are just biding their time.
“Oh, look at this one,” one of the girls coos, pointing at a photo of a wild stallion.
“Gorgeous,” the other says. “Anyway, so this guy turns out to be a total creep.”
“The one from the dating app?” her friend asks.
I shake my head imperceptibly, my date with Nicholas has taught me enough about going on dates with people I meet on the internet. You can be anyone you want on the web.
“Yeah, so then I’m talking to Debra, and she’s like, ‘You didn’t do a little snooping on the internet before you went out with him?’ and I was like, well damn.”
“Obvi! You have to.” Her friend rolls her eyes and turns to me. “Don’t you think?”
I look up from my prints, surprised. “Oh, uh, I don’t…”
The girls grin at me. “I bet you don’t need a dating app,” she says.
I smile obligingly, but they seem to take the hint. Eventually, they wander away, still chatting about their last flubbed date.
The breeze snaps my plaid shirt to my chest, my muscles on display. I glance up in time to catch the gaze of a man in the distance. He’s staring intensely at me, eyes dropping toward my chest and abdomen. I reach up and run a hand through my hair and I grin when his cheeks flush lightly at my flexing muscles. I want him to approach, but suddenly, a group of teenagers swarms in front of him, blocking my view. And when they’re gone, he’s disappeared.
“Damn,” I whisper under my breath.
Sighing, I bend low to rustle through my bags for one of my newest prints to finish setting up my booth. I’ve got tall easels surrounding the folding table I’ve already covered in a white tablecloth. Short easels are placed strategically on the table, my photographs already framed and resting there.
All my portraits are landscapes or wildlife photographs, with a few candids of ranchers thrown into the mix. My newest is of one of the wolf pups, staring sorrowfully into the camera lens. I took it last week after tracking the mother and her pups while they were away from the den. I place it proudly on a tall easel, in the perfect position to attract buyers.
“Wow,” a woman says, pausing in her wandering.
I turn, smiling proudly. Her husband has wandered ahead, checking out a booth with homemade jerky. She closes the distance, her eyes studying the wolf portrait.
“That’s just amazing. How did you get so close?” she asks.
“I’ve been tracking this family for a while now, so they’re used to my scent,” I say. “I named that pup Lotto. He’s about three months old.”
“Brilliant,” she gushes. “Honey, come look at this!”
Her husband lumbers over, stuffing his hand in his pockets. “Looks great, sweetie.”
“I think this would be amazing in your office, don’t you think?”
He shrugs.
“How much is it?” she asks, turning to me.
“Two hundred and the frame is included,” I say as the husband whistles low. “It’s an original print, the only one of its kind.”
“I don’t know, that’s pretty steep,” the husband mumbles even as the wife is digging in her purse.
“Honey, it’s a wolf pup,” she says, passing me her debit card.
I slide it through my mobile card reader to collect her payment and then slip the frame into a paper bag. They take it, thanking me, and the husband drags his wife to the jerky booth to try a free sample.
Suddenly, I feel a familiar presence behind me. I inhale through my nose, scenting the air, and smell grease and steak. I turn in time to see Nicholas weaving toward me, an uncomfortable smile on his face. The wolf within me snarls angrily at the sight of him, but I school my face, watching him approach with disinterest. He pauses, taking in my wildlife photography.
“So, you weren’t kidding when you said you were a wildlife photographer,” he says, trying to joke.
I bristle, pursing my lips. “A professional photographer, yes.”
He nods awkwardly, shoving his hands in the pockets of his jeans.
“What are you doing here, Nicholas?” I ask, leaning back against the table.
“I just wanted to apologize,” he says. “The other night I lost my temper, big time.”
I stare past him toward the crowd. “Well, that’s really thoughtful of you.” I doubt he’s apologetic for what truly made me angry. “If that’s all?”
I want Nicholas out of here. Seeing him reminds me of everything I hate and my temper is short when it comes to men like him. And here, in the middle of the fair surrounded by other booths, I can’t afford to lose control. I can’t afford to shed my skin and become the beast.
“These are really good.” He’s moved closer to my booth now, closely studying my photos.
“Thanks,” I say tightly. The wolf within me is pacing now, its tail twitching dangerously.
“You know, uh, you could probably submit these to National Geographic.” He glances at me and lightly taps the frame of one of my prints of the wolf family. I say nothing, using all my concentration to prevent the shift. “There’s a lottery to win a hunting license for gray wolves, you know.”
“What?” I ask through clenched teeth, my hands curling into fists.
“Yeah, to thin the numbers. Rangers say they’re getting a little too high. It’ll be good to help the deer population prosper, you know how it is.” He catches the scowl on my face. “It’s for a good cause. Conservation.”
I can feel my canines elongating as my fury spills over. “Excuse me,” I growl, ducking my head so he won’t see my teeth pricking my lips.
I shove past him, knocking over one of my easels in the process. But I can’t find it within me to care, all my attention is focused on controlling the wolf long enough to find somewhere private. I feel a sharp pain as one of my canines pierces my bottom lip.
I see the bathroom ahead and break into a sprint, I don’t care what people may think when they see a man sprinting to the toilet. Inside, I burst into one of the stalls, slamming the door shut behind me. I made it just in time, my fingernails elongate into dark claws and I feel my face partially morph, my nose stretching into a snout.
I’m panting heavily, huffing. I dig my nails into the metal siding of the stall as I try to regain control of myself.
“It’ll be okay,” I whisper to myself, my voice muffled by my oversized canines. “It will be okay, calm down.”
But I can’t calm down, my heart is beating too rapidly, my breath too shallow. And I’m afraid. More scared than I’ve been in years. This area has been a haven for wolves, and there hasn’t been a mandate to hunt them in a decade. But now a hunter will be prowling through the safety of the mountains and forests to kill who knows how many wolves.
And my pack is out there.
Those pups and their mother, hidden in the gorge, won’t be safe much longer.
As the sorrow replaces the anger, I feel my body returning to its human form completely and my breathing slows, deepening. My shoulders tremble with emotion as I imagine the wolf pups, bloodied and covered in shredded tissue from the bullets the hunter will put through their skulls.
No. No. NO.




DALE
T  he Cocoa Peak is busy with an afternoon rush, but I easily spot my old friend at a table in the corner. She’s standing, hopping up and down excitedly and waving at me. I can’t help the grin that splits my lips at the sight of Kate.
My high school best friend never left Bear Moose, instead taking over her family’s coffee shop down Main Street, the second of the two in town. I weave through the crowded shop toward her. Her blonde hair glimmers in the naked bulbs overhead that give the coffee shop its chic industrial feel.
“Kate,” I chuckle when I reach her.
“Dale!” she squeals, dragging me in for a hug. “Oh, my God, I love the beard!”
I grin, reaching up to run a hand over the trimmed facial hair. “You like it?”
“Um, it’s amazing,” she gushes, plopping into her seat. “You look very Jake Gyllenhal-esque. Honestly, you look so different from high school. You’ve really grown into your height.”
“Stop,” I laugh, pushing her hand away after she starts tugging at my beard. “You haven’t changed a bit, Kate.”
“And why should I?” She pulls out a menu. “It’s not like this place has changed either.”
“It’s like a time machine,” I agree, searching my own menu.
A waiter stops at our table, holding up a pen and pad. “What can I get you? Just a reminder, the city’s ban on tap water is still active so we don’t have any cold drinks.”
I sigh. “Seriously, that sucks.”
The waiter shrugs.
“I’ll just have a butterscotch toffee coffee, medium,” Kate orders, passing her menu to the waiter.
“And I’ll take an Irish coffee, please.” I smile.
Kate raises a brow. “Whiskey this early?”
“Well, I just stopped by my house, met a new addition to the family.” I grimace.
“Oh, you met Michael,” she chuckles.
“You knew?” I gape.
She shrugs. “Half the town knows, Dale. They don’t exactly keep it quiet, if you know what I mean. I met Michael a few weeks ago. He stopped by the shop to pick up some coffee for your parents. Real nice guy.”
I roll my eyes. “Yeah, I bet he is. He’s my roommate now.”
She laughs. “Oh, no.”
“Oh, yes. They set him up in my room—his stuff is all over it,” I complain.
“You’d think they’d just have him in their room,” she teases me.
“Ugh. Let’s not talk about their new sex life.” I drag a hand over my face as the waiter returns with our drinks. I take a long drink of my coffee and whiskey.
“So, tell me everything about California. I want to hear about your job, boyfriends, one-night stands, everything.” She leans forward eagerly.
“I hate to disappoint, but I’ve never been much for one-night stands,” I murmur, toying with my mug. “And no boyfriends either. I’m married to my work.”
She sighs deeply. “Alright, alright, then tell me about this wonderful husband of yours.”
“Well, my husband is a real piece of work. But really, the job is great.” I smile. “I’m working on this new project and I’m almost done with it. I think it’s going to be a big hit.”
“Oooh, tell me more.” She sips her drink.
“It’s the Automated Response to Flirtation device,” I explain. “It monitors conversations and other environmental factors and tells the wearer what to say and when to get the best response from the target.”
She cocks her head at me and raises a brow. “Interesting. You sound like such a scientist. So, tell me, what are the…moral implications for a device like that? I mean, the person using it wouldn’t be being entirely honest, would they?”
“Well.” I hesitate, shaking my head back and forth. “All the device does is interpret body language and determine what the other person wants. It’s what we all do when we flirt, when we communicate. The only difference is the ARF device will give you a little help.”
She takes a drink of her coffee. “Alright, it sounds amazing. I can’t believe you made something like that.”
I smile proudly. “Thanks, Kate. Tell me what’s going on with you though. I know not much has changed here but tell me what you’re up to.”
She lets loose a breath, tossing her hair behind her shoulder. “Well, I work in the coffee shop during the day, what’s new?” She laughs. “But I’ve been acting in a dinner theatre.”
“No way, Kate! That’s so cool.”
“Yeah.” She laughs nervously. “It’s a murder-mystery. I love it.”
“I’ll have to come and check it out,” I say.
“Would you? I’d love that.” She grins. “Oh, my God, remember when the school did Grease?”
“Vaguely,” I mutter, my thoughts flashing to Cliff and that football field.
“That was such a riot, and Ms. Turnholt was, like, drunk the whole time.” Kate dissolves into laughter, wiping a tear from her eye.
“Remember in tenth grade when she caught those seniors having sex under the bleachers and told the entire school?” I ask, chuckling over the memory of Ms. Turnholt stumbling around the school yelling about two fornicating youths.
Kate laughs and then falls silent, fiddling with her coffee mug. “Remember that time, in my basement?”
“Which time in your basement?” I laugh. We spent almost every day after school in Kate’s basement, working on homework or playing Nintendo.
“You know,” she mumbles. “When we were trying to figure out if maybe you were straight?”
My brows raise incredulously as I remember that day. The first and only time Kate and I ever made out. “Right.” I take a long drink. “I forgot about that.”
She laughs half-heartedly. “I still can’t believe you haven’t found a boyfriend in California.”
“Come on, Kate, you know me better than that. I get too focused.”
“No, I remember. The only time you let loose was that one rehearsal for the play. With Cliff,” she says.
“Whatever did happen to him?” I ask. I’ve been curious about it since I drove into city limits.
She shrugs and takes a long gulp. “I don’t know.”
I muse over her answer. “I always wondered if Cliff would ever leave Bear Moose.”
Suddenly, a barista walking by with a tray full of empty mugs stops short at our table. “Cliff Taylor?”
“Yeah,” I say, turning to her.
“Oh, he’s still in town. He’s a big wildlife photographer now. He sells his prints at the fairs in town, and I heard he’s got a few big buyers in New York too,” the barista gushes. She looks curiously at Kate. “He comes in at seven every morning for a coffee, Americano. Kate talks to him all the time.”
The barista leaves and I furrow my brows at Kate. “I thought you said you didn’t know.”
She waves a hand in front of her face. “I didn’t realize you were talking about Cliff. I misheard, sorry.” She grimaces apologetically.
I frown but shrug it off. “So, he’s still around…” I mumble to myself, a plan forming in my head.
Kate rambles on about high school, and I chime in every now and then with a bit of information she missed or a chuckle. But I can’t stop thinking about Cliff. I haven’t seen him in almost seven years, though I haven’t forgotten him. Our kiss. Or how he treated me after.
After that kiss on the field, I thought the two of us would take things further. I remember leaving for school the next day with my stomach in excited knots, only to be devastated when Cliff gave me the cold shoulder and even murmured hurtful words as he passed me, so low only I could hear them.
I glare down at the table as the memories come flooding back. It’s like I’m in high school again. I never did react to any of his insults or his iciness. Maybe my revenge is past due. I smile to myself as an idea blossoms in my mind. Perhaps I can kill two birds with one stone.
In fact, he seems like the perfect subject for the ARF device. But I don’t want to fuck this up. No. It has to work perfectly, which means I need it calibrated as accurately as possible to Cliff. I need a DNA sample.




CLIFF
T  he sun has barely risen over the mountains, casting a soft glow over the small town. Morning dew still clings to the leaves and blades of grass and birdsong floats down the street toward me. It’s heaven, living this close to the wilderness.
I’ve left my truck down the street so I can walk the last block to the coffee house and just enjoy being on the empty streets with the mountain range looming over me. I breathe in the scent of the morning: flowers, dew, clear summer air. I near the coffee house and see a few customers inside already, mostly locals.
I breeze through the door, the little bell above announcing my presence. “Morning, Cliff,” the barista chimes from the counter.
As I approach, I can see the barista already mixing my drink. In the two years I’ve frequented this place I haven’t changed my order even once. “Hey,” I say, smiling. I slip her a few bills and stuff another into her tip jar.
She beams and passes me my Americano in a to-go cup. I’ve got too much to plan today, to prevent the worst from happening to my pack, to stay and enjoy my coffee here. I turn toward the door, intent on heading directly to my truck and then the mountains. But I find a man standing in the doorway of the coffee shop, the same man I saw staring at me yesterday in the market. His tall, lithe build is framed by the sun pouring through the glass door. I feel a stirring within me, my cock throbbing softly at the sight of him.
He moves from the door, sweeping toward me. His face is narrow, his jaw covered in a well-trimmed beard, dark hair swept back. Fuck, he’s hot. I meet his gaze. As he approaches, I can tell we’re the same height. I might be half an inch taller but my frame is more muscular. Up close, he looks familiar, though I can’t place him. I sure as hell can’t think of anyone I know who’s that handsome.
He stops in front of me, his hands stuffed into his pockets as he looks at me a little sheepishly.
“Good morning,” I greet him, sparing him the first contact.
“Morning,” he says, his voice deep but as clear as a bell.
I grin and inhale through my nose covertly, scenting him. He smells like the artificial scent of computers and a muskiness I can’t quite place. All of it is undoubtedly familiar, a smell I know and learned. I stick my hand out into the space between us. “I’m Cliff.”
He hesitates and then takes my hand. “Dale.”
“It’s nice to meet you.” I flash him a wry grin that typically sends men’s hearts racing. And it does—I hear Dale’s heartrate accelerate under my gaze. “Do you want to sit down?”
I had other plans for today, plans to visit the pups and their mother and maybe drive them out of the mountains. I don’t want to do that, but with one, possibly more, hunters tracking wolves in the area I don’t know what else to do. Dale is the perfect excuse to put that off.
He agrees and we slide into a table near the window. I lean back in my chair, surveying him. He seems more comfortable now we’re sitting and his brown eyes are studying me just as thoroughly as I’m studying him. Suddenly, he leans forward, his large hand brushes my shoulder. I resist the shudder that threatens to rush through me under his light touch.
“Sorry, a hair,” he explains, pulling back.
“That’s okay.” I grin. “Have we met before? You seem really familiar.”
He shakes his head. “No, I’m only in town for a few weeks.”
“Ah.” I nod knowingly. he’s a tourist in for the summer. “Too bad.”
His lips part in surprise and a soft blush creeps to his cheeks. It’s sexy. “So, you’re obviously local,” he finally says.
I cock a brow. “Obviously?”
He pauses, and then chuckles. “The blue jeans, the plaid shirt, the work boots. You’re an open book.”
I laugh, tossing my head back. “I left my cardigan and Italian leather shoes in my truck.”
“Oh, a truck too?” He grins.
“You got me pegged,” I say, my lips twisting into a sensual smile.
He watches me with bright eyes. “I can’t say that,” he murmurs.
My brows furrow at his strange remark. “What?”
“Oh, I, uh,” he laughs nervously. “It’s stupid. But I had a…well, a pickup line come to mind.”
“Let’s hear it,” I say, spreading my hands invitingly.
“Okay.” He takes a deep breath and clears his throat nervously. “That’s not the only thing I can peg.”
I stare blankly at him, watching the blush creep over his cheeks and redden his ears. And then I burst into laughter, my shoulders shaking. “That’s the worst line I’ve ever heard,” I wheeze.
He smiles, relaxing. “You can see why I didn’t want to say it.”
“I can’t believe you even thought it,” I laugh. “So, Dale, tell me about yourself.” I’m curious now, more curious than I was before.
“I’m an IT guy,” he says confidently. “At a research lab. I’m a programmer.”
“A programmer? Interesting.” The truth is I know shit about programming and technology in general. The most complicated thing I can do is mess around on my laptop while I edit my photos.
He smiles wryly at me. “I take it you’re not a tech guy?”
“Not at all—I prefer the outdoors. It’s much simpler.”
He nods understandingly. “I can understand that. It’s calmer.”
“It is,” I say, a blossom of happiness in my heart. “It’s like heaven on earth being up in those mountains.”
“I haven’t been to the mountains yet, but judging by the sunrise this morning, I believe you,” Dale says thoughtfully.
He noticed the sunrise, I think, staring at him. I feel my heart pound faster as I look at Dale, sipping his coffee, staring nonchalantly outside. He listens well, says all the right things. Even his flop of a pickup line was charming enough to endear him to me. And the fact that he could appreciate something as simple as a sunrise is one of the most attractive things about him. I want to spend more time with him. A lot more time with him.

Dale
I’M GRINNING INTERNALLY, more than pleased that I’ve managed to sit down with Cliff and test out the ARF device. Which is working perfectly, thank you very much. Its only mistake was suggesting I use that god-awful line with him, which it fed me word for word. But my accidental outburst responding to the machine went over well with Cliff when I wrote it off as talking to myself. Though I’ll have to make some changes to the device, so it doesn’t make every user sound so cheesy.
He isn’t gullible. No, I can tell already that he’s matured into a self-confident, intelligent man. But my device couldn’t be working more smoothly. When I get back to my parent’s house, I’ll try to eliminate the slight delay it has while it calibrates responses to Cliff. Hopefully he doesn’t notice the short pauses I make before replying.
“Target shows signs of arousal,” the ARF device says into the earpiece I’m wearing.
I glance at him in surprise but I don’t notice anything that screams “I want to fuck you”. His fingers are playing against the to-go cup he got his coffee in, his head turned to the window while he watches the streets grow busier. But the statement from the ARF device sends my blood pumping stronger and tingles through my body.
I still remember that night on the field, when he kissed me and ran a hand over the bulge in my jeans. Since then, I’ve never felt a kiss like that. A kiss that drove all the thoughts from my mind and made me feel like I was floating. I’m still bitter at Cliff for the way he rejected me the day after that kiss. For the sake of the ARF device, I need to keep this experiment as controlled as possible. It stung only slightly when he revealed he didn’t remember me. But now, I understand it’s perfect for my plan.
“So, you’ve heard all about me,” I say, interrupting the silence. “What do you do?”
“I’m a wildlife photographer,” he says, turning back to me. He pats a satchel at his side, his camera must be inside.
“Ask him for more details,” the ARF device says.
“Really? How’d you get into that?” I ask obediently.
“I’ve always loved the outdoors, and one day when I went out on a hike, I picked up a dodgy old camera, just for kicks. When I got the photos developed and hung them in my room it just felt right. So, I took a camera each time I went out and I guess everything just fell into place,” Cliff says. His voice is husky, a little gravelly, and more than a little sexy. It’s just the way his voice is, the way it’s always been.
“And so you made a career out of it,” I finish, sipping my coffee.
He nods, pursing his lips. “Yeah, nature has been good to me.”
I like that. “Nature has been good to me.” It’s a humble statement, a way to deflect any compliments of his own skill. Nature is his subject, and I suspect a way of life for him.
“Ask him to dinner,” the ARF device suggests. “Analysis predicts the subject has a 93.4% probability of success.”
I chew my lip nervously. “Do you want to go to dinner some time?”
He looks me over appraisingly as he considers. I can hear the ARF device running equations. “Target shows signs of arousal,” the ARF device says again.
I ignore it, waiting with my heart in my throat for Cliff to speak. “Yeah, I’d really like that,” he finally says.
My shoulders almost sag with relief but I keep them straight and my face carefully composed. “Great.” I smile. “My friend Kate is acting in a dinner theatre tonight—how does seven sound?”
“Dinner and a show?” Cliff raises a brow. “You’ll spoil me.”
His words, spoken slowly and seductively, send a rush of anticipation through me. “Calculations indicate that an attempt at intercourse would be met with a 74.8% probability of rejection,” the ARF device says to me.
I resist the urge to roll my eyes. I’m not going to proposition Cliff in a crowded café at 7:45 a.m. But the device doesn’t know that—it’s simply reading my biological signs as well as Cliff’s. I’ll have to fine-tune it later. Then again, those aren’t bad odds.
Cliff rises, adjusting his camera bag over his shoulder. “I’ll pick you up.”
“You’ll pick me up?” I ask, surprise lacing my voice.
He grins at me and I get a wave of intense alpha male vibes from him as his eyes spark like a wildfire. “Yeah, in my very stereotypical truck.”
“I’ll give you my number and text you my address,” I say, standing. I list off a set of numbers to him and he texts me instantly, sending an emoji of a wolf. I reply with my address, knowing I’m liable to forget if I don’t do it right then.
“Thanks, Dale,” Cliff says, my name falling from his lips like he’s tasting it.
“See you,” I say, raising a hand as he sweeps through the door.
My knees feel like gelatin and my heart is beating too fast. I collapse back into my chair, nursing my drink while he disappears down Main Street. I can’t believe I have a date with Cliff Taylor, the boy of all my high school fantasies, tonight. I wonder if he’ll remember who I am by then. I hope he doesn’t, simply because that might compromise my testing of the ARF device.
“Probability of success with target is 83%,” the device chirps.
I unplug it and power it down, slipping the tiny earpiece from my ear and tucking it into my pocket. This is going perfectly.




CLIFF
I  haven’t been able to get Dale off my mind all day, not even when I went out to shoot. My photos were sloppy, unfocused, and all-around terrible because I couldn’t clear my mind. I couldn’t get into that headspace that makes everything but nature disappear. Instead, I’d found myself trying to ignore a massive erection the majority of the time.
Finally, I knew I was losing the battle against my body’s pining for Dale. So, I set my camera aside and braced myself against a tree, spilling all my cum into the dirt and grass below. I had grunted, bellowed, and jacked off in the empty forest to a fantasy of Dale giving me head.
But I’m not in that forest anymore. I’m in my truck, heading to his address and trying not to think about all the ways we could fuck in the cab. I squeeze the steering wheel tightly, willing down my stiff cock as his house comes into view. It’s a modest-sized farmhouse, well-tended and cheerful with lots of flowerbeds. I screech to a halt on the street outside and take a deep breath. I haven’t been nervous like this over a date in a long time. I just hope Dale doesn’t disappoint.
I changed for the date, partially because I covered my earlier clothes in mud while I was out hunting for good photos. Now I’m dressed in a light jacket, a plain black sweater beneath, and nice jeans. I considered shaving before I left the house, but the way Dale was staring appreciatively at the scruff on my chin made me change my mind.
At the front door, I ring the bell, my stomach doing somersaults. This whole house smells familiar, an undertone of Dale’s own scent. I wracked my brains all day trying to remember how I know him, because I’m certain we’ve met before. And with a house here in town, I suspect he was raised here and is just returning for a visit. It’s likely we were in school together, maybe high school. Or perhaps his parents retired to Bear Moose for a little country quiet.
Of course, I don’t remember much of my high school days. Adolescence is difficult for shifters like me, the heightened emotions and immaturity make it easier for the beasts within us to manifest. So I spent a lot of my time in high school battling my animal impulses with sports or smoking pot to make life easier for me. A lot of pot. It was good for mellowing me out, which in turn made me less likely to shift out of anger.
I ring the bell a second time and hear footsteps thudding toward me. It isn’t Dale, though, too heavy. The door swings open and a shirtless man stands in the entrance, his dark skin rippling with muscles.
“Uh, hi,” I say, ignoring the way his eyes rake over my body. “Is Dale here? I’m supposed to pick him up for dinner.”
“Dale!” the man shouts, his head angled to the side, probably toward a staircase.
I hear a muffled response and then suddenly another man is at the door, older this time. He’s got the same lanky frame as Dale, the same nose. His dad. He grins widely at me. “Well, how do you do?” he asks, extending a hand toward me.
“I’m Cliff. It’s nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his hand.
He doesn’t release me right away, his thumb lightly brushing my knuckles. “I’m Hank, this is Michael.”
Michael flexes his muscles imperceptibly as he hangs on the doorframe.
“Would you like to come in for a drink?” Hank asks, still clutching my hand.
“I’m sorry, I’m just waiting on Dale,” I explain politely.
Hank waves a hand and looks me up and down appraisingly. “Just while you wait then.”
Suddenly, there’s a small woman at the door, her blazing eyes are the same shade as Dale’s. “Hank leave the boy alone,” she says, slapping his ass playfully. “We’ve already got Michael, you greedy man.”
Hank drops my hand reluctantly and then flinches as the woman pinches his ass, the other reaching for Michael. He lets out a satisfied grunt and they all exchange a heated glance. What the fuck? I wonder, wishing desperately Dale would get down here and explain to me what’s going on.
“Mom, dad, Michael, please,” Dale’s voice echoes toward me and I breathe a sigh of relief. My wish has been granted. He leaps down the stairs and pushes past them out the door, casting a sheepish glance at me. “Stop hitting on him.”
I laugh. “It was nice to meet you all.”
“You have him back here by midnight!” Hank yells after us as we descend the steps.
“Or keep him out all night!” Dale’s mom shouts before they dissolve into laughter.
Dale tosses his head back, exposing his neck, and groans. “Fuck, they’re embarrassing.”
I hold the door open for him as he clambers into the truck. His ass is tight, and I catch myself falling into another fantasy involving my tongue and his asshole. “What’s going on there? If you don’t mind my asking,” I say, slipping into the truck on the other side.
He sighs deeply, as if it pains him to even think about it. “They’re experimenting sexually. Michael moved in a while ago. I have to share a room with him,” he explains.
I don’t have a problem with ménage à trois. I think with the right partners it could be fucking hot. I haven’t had a chance to try it myself but I’d be lying if I said I wouldn’t, given the opportunity. So I don’t judge his parents for experimenting a little. I just hope Dale isn’t judging them either.
As if he can read my thoughts, he says, “I mean, I don’t care that they’re having a threesome. Whatever, you know, it’s important to embrace your sexuality and pleasure. But they’re my parents. And they’re not exactly subtle. It’s enough to drive any kid crazy.”
I nod. “That makes sense. And they gave him your room?”
“Yep,” he sighs.
“Savage.” I grin at him.
He chuckles low, the sound making my cock throb. “Thanks for picking me up. I know we live a little way out of town.”
I almost laugh. Dale’s place is practically the center of town compared to where I live, which is in a mountain cabin with very few amenities. Of course, I spend half my time living with the pups anyway.
“Don’t worry about it,” I say, flashing him a smile. “So, where am I headed?”
He gives me directions to the dinner theatre, which is a few blocks from Main Street and already busy. I recognize it when we pull into the parking lot, though I’ve never been before. He whistles low at the crowd heading through the doors. “I guess I should have made some reservations.”
“In Bear Moose?” I laugh. “It’ll be fine. Besides, don’t you have a friend on the inside?”
He nods. “Very true. It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.”
“Damn right.”
We walk beside each other toward the entrance. His hand is swinging beside mine and I’m tempted to grab it, to hold it while we walk and then keep hold throughout dinner. But it’s a little soon for that kind of thing, even if every cell in my body is screaming at me to claim Dale.
To say I’m looking forward to spending time with him tonight is an understatement. My wolf is sniffing around him eagerly, pacing. And I ache to be with him. I don’t know how I’ll last a full night without pouncing on him and fucking him until he’s roaring my name with absolute abandon. I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself.
We’re at dinner. Enjoy the show. Fuck him later.




DALE
C liff holds the door open for me when we reach the restaurant, the second time he’s opened my door tonight. I might be old-fashioned in the sense that his chivalry is an intense turn-on. I was hungry for him before when I saw him on my porch, but now I’ll have a hard time focusing on anything besides Cliff.
He’s just as I remember him from high school, with an easy smile and kind eyes. He treats me the way he did before our fateful kiss that night on the field. I can feel myself falling into his gravity the way I did in high school, an inexplicable pull toward him.
The interior of the restaurant is dimly lit, red curtains bunched along the walls to give it an old-world feel. There’s a long bar in the back, and small round tables and booths filling the main area, all facing a stage.
Suddenly, a woman pops in front of me, her eyes panicked. “Oh, shit,” I exclaim, taken off guard by her sudden approach.
I hear Cliff choking back a laugh behind me. The woman adjusts her hat and shawl. “I hope you two are prepared,” she says in a thick cockney accent. “Tonight may just be the most frightening night of your sorry lives.”
I narrow my eyes, trying to study the woman’s features in the dark. “Kate?” I ask.
“We haven’t had the pleasure,” Kate says in her fake accent. “The name’s Doris. I’ll show you to your table.”
I shrug at Cliff and we follow her. We weave between tables and booths until Kate stops in front of a booth that has a great view of center stage. She ushers us in and draws two menus from beneath her shawl.
“Now, you gents have an excellent evening,” she drawls. “The night is young.”
Then she disappears back into the dim restaurant, probably accosting another customer. I flip open my menu and study our options. “That was my friend Kate, I didn’t realize she would already be in character,” I muse.
“I know Kate—we chat sometimes in the Cocoa Peak. I didn’t recognize her either. I’m actually looking forward to the show,” Cliff says over his menu. “It’s been years since I saw a play.”
Probably since high school, I think.
“I was in a play once, in high school. Grease.” Cliff eyes me, as if studying my face for a reaction.
“Show him that you’re interested in his past. Ask for more detail,” the ARF device instructs me.
“Really? You don’t seem the type.” I cock a brow.
He shakes his head, chuckling. “There you go, stereotyping me again.”
“Did you go to school here?” I ask, steering the conversation in a new direction.
“Yeah, I did. I’ve been in Bear Moose my entire life,” he says, folding his menu.
“And with wildlife photography you could potentially stay here, right?” I probe.
He shrugs. “Most likely. I love it here. Where are you from?”
“Silicon Valley,” I say.
The waiter interrupts before he can reply. Cliff orders a Jack Daniels and a garden salad. Curious. I order a pasta dish and a soda, as drinking while I’m using the ARF device is probably not a good idea. Although it would be best to set up a test of the device in that situation as well, so I can understand its full capability. But on my first date with Cliff, hell no.
“You’re a vegetarian?” I ask once the waiter has drifted away.
He nods. “Yeah, I have a hard time seeing people eat meat,” he confesses, watching me carefully.
I frown thoughtfully. “I guess it’s a good thing I ordered pasta fresca.”
I’m not much of a meat eater. It’s delicious but I know I could live comfortably without it. Cliff’s face visibly relaxes after I speak, and I wonder if he has a difficult time finding friends, even lovers, being a vegetarian here.
He pulls me from my thoughts when the waiter returns and brings our drinks. “So, you were telling me about the Silicon Valley,” he says, taking a sip of his whiskey.
“Right.” I slap my palm lightly on the table. “I work for a big research lab as one of their computer programmers. It’s interesting work, isolated but that works for me. I can get to the beach in twenty minutes. Can’t find parking though.” I laugh.
“What kind of programming can you do?” he asks. And then he leans forward conspiratorially, dropping his voice low. “Are you a hacker? White hat or black?”
“He is teasing you,” the ARF device chimes in.
I snort. “No, I’m not a hacker. I mean, I can hack, but I don’t.”
“Sure, sure.” He winks at me.
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” the waiter says, sweeping toward us, holding a tray with our food. “I have a garden salad, pasta fresca, and a plate of hot wings on the house.”
“Target’s heart rate has accelerated,” the ARF device says in my ear.
Cliff chews his lips. I glance between him and the wings. “You know what, if it’s okay, can you send the wings to that table there?” I point to a couple at a table across the room bickering over the menu.
The waiter frowns, then shrugs, sweeping the wings off the table. Cliff looks at me with raised brows.
“Thank you,” he says, voice laced with sincerity.
“I think they needed them more than us,” I say, eyeing the couple who are now devouring the hot wings.
Cliff laughs just as the lights dim. Kate takes the stage, breaking into a monologue about her well-planned dinner party, which we are all guests at. We fall silent watching her act on stage and I feel like I’ve been transported back to high school and I’m watching her perform in Grease.
In the darkness, I feel closer to Cliff than I ever have up to this point. I can feel the air between us—it’s a tangible pressure. The urge to interrupt that pressure and move closer to him is strong. My heart is racing as I wrestle with my instincts.
The ARF device says, “Touch his hand. Calculations predict a 98% probability of success.”
I swallow with some difficulty and drop my hand to the seat, where I know Cliff’s is already resting. The actor’s words are drowned out by the rushing in my ears as I inch my hand toward Cliff. And then suddenly, my fingertips graze his. I hear his breath catch at the same time mine does. I resist looking at him, staring resolutely at the stage I’m not even seeing.
His fingers loop through mine and he lightly squeezes my hand. I feel light-headed. Sitting here in the darkness, my hand in Cliff Taylor’s feels unreal. It feels like I was just dropped into one of my teenage fantasies with no warning.
“It is recommended that the subject move closer to the target,” the ARF device says, making me jump.
But before I can follow its commands, Cliff is already sliding along the booth toward me. His leg is pressed against mine, his hip on mine, his shoulders pressed to mine. I try to take a deep breath to calm down. I’m nervous, excited, and taut with anticipation and sexual tension.
His hand slips from mine, then I feel a pressure around my shoulders as he drapes his arm over me. I feel his nose brush against my cheekbone and the graze is enough to send my cock stiff and pulsing. I’m grateful for the darkness and that he can’t see my erection, but I can’t help wonder what he would do if he knew how erect I am.
“Analysis shows 97% probability of successfully initiating a kiss,” says a mechanical voice.
Bless the ARF device, I think. If not for its precise calculations, I might be too afraid to do what I’ve been dying to do since that night on the field so many years ago. Kiss Cliff Taylor again. So I turn my head slightly, feeling the soft light of the stage fall across my face. His lips are there, so close I accidentally graze them when I turn to him.
But that softest, slightest of touches is enough. His chest rumbles with what sounds like a growl and he presses his lips to mine. He sears a kiss to my mouth, his tongue sweeping over my closed lips until I open them for him. His tongue delves into my mouth, dancing with mine. I can’t get enough of him. He smells like fresh turned earth and pine—I could breathe him in all night.
His scruff scratches against me as his lips drift down to the crook of my neck. His tongue flicks out over the sensitive skin there and I gasp. Luckily, the play has a soundtrack to it and the actors are projecting enough to mask my quiet gasps and moans as Cliff licks and nibbles my neck.
I feel his teeth graze the skin there, just over my jugular. I imagine he could bite me and tear me apart and it would still feel like heaven. His hand plays over my jeans, rubbing the bulge there. I rock my hips to his rhythm, pleasure exploding through my body under his touch.
It’s better than that night on the field. I didn’t realize how much my body was aching for him until this moment. But now that he’s kissing me and pleasuring my stiff cock, I realize that all these years, I never forgot him because this just feels so right. It felt right that night and it feels right tonight. Fuck, I want to go home with him.
I shift so I can find his dick, my hands desperately searching for it as my eyes are clenched closed. He grins against my lips as my fingers slip his zipper down. It’s that grin I feel that sends me wild. This man, my comparison for every kiss I’ve ever had, is grinning while I pump him. Grinning as if he always knew this would happen. And that’s hot.
I force my hand under the waistband of his underwear until his heavy cock is in my palm. He’s as silent as the dead as I stroke all the way up and down his shaft. I wouldn’t even know I was pleasuring him, except I can feel him grinding against my hand and his teeth biting down on my lips with each tug.

Cliff
HOLY SHIT.
I’m getting a hand job in the middle of a crowded restaurant. It’s the sexiest thing that’s ever happened to me. And the last thing I expected from Dale. I never imagined Dale had such a wild streak in him. But the moment my lips touched his, I felt something change in him. His scent changed completely, overwhelmingly musky and pouring out pheromones. It was enough to drive me over the edge.
I had already jerked off to thoughts of him today, but this was different. This was better than the fantasy. His hand is on my dick, and I have a feeling that if we were in my truck, it would be his lips. I shudder under his touch as his fingers play against my balls. I want to roar, to cry out as the pleasure floods through me like an avalanche. But I don’t. I bite his lips when I feel the urge to bellow.
Dale sweeps his tongue through my mouth, twisting around mine. It feels familiar, like a kiss I’ve had before. It’s so familiar it feels meant to be. I’ve heard rumors of shifter mates, but I’ve never given the rumors any credibility. But if this rightness was how it felt, then I’d swear up and down I’d just found mine.
I cup his face in my hands, deepening the kiss. I need all of him, now. I want his body close to mine. But in this restaurant, out to dinner, I can’t claim him the way I need to. So I drag his face against mine instead, running my tongue over his lips, along his jaw to his ear. His breath hitches as I take his ear lobe between my teeth and flick my tongue into his ear. He’s good at being quiet, but I want him to roar for me.
I pull back, pressing my forehead against his as we both breathe raggedly. His eyes glitter in the darkness, focused intensely on me. “Do you want to get out of here?” I growl.
He nods. “Yeah.”
I zip and button my jeans and then rise, leaving a stack of bills on the table, more than enough for our dinner and drinks. Dale is right behind me, I can hear him trying to catch his breath as we walk as casually as possible from the restaurant.
The door has barely closed behind us before I’ve tugged him to me again. I wrap my arms around him and kiss him deeply, encouraging his mouth open with my tongue. His lips part willingly for me and I delve into his mouth, sucking on his bottom lip. He groans in my arms, loud now that we’ve left the show behind. We stumble to my truck, our lips locked the entire time.
I press him against the door of the cab as I fumble for the handle and my keys. His hand is on my dick again, the other under my shirt. I manage to open the door and I spin us around it. He lets me go long enough to slip into the cab of my truck and I get a good view of his ass again. I imagine taking him, plunging deep into him and pumping him full of my cum.
His eyes dart toward me as I climb in, as if he knows I was just thinking about fucking him. He licks his lips. Slowly, keeping my gaze on his eyes, I unzip my jeans and tug my cock from my underwear. It’s already glistening with precum.
He eyes my dick hungrily and before I can even make the invitation, he’s bent over me, his lips stretching around my cock. “Fuck!” I gasp as his tongue runs along the shaft.
He takes me so deep I can feel his throat stretching around my length. Then I lose myself in the sensation, my eyes fluttering closed. The windows fog up with our desperate breaths. I tangle my hands in his hair, holding on for dear life as my legs start shaking.
“Dale,” I breathe. “Dale.”
It’s the only word I can form right now, the only word I want to say. His name seems to spur him on and his tongue swirls over my head. I tug on his hair, lifting him from my dick and sitting him upright. He looks at me with confusion but then I’m on him. I’ve got his pants unzipped in less than a second and his cock in my mouth an instant later. He cries out at the first stroke of my tongue over his head.
That’s the sound I want, I think to myself. My fingers massage his balls as my tongue sweeps over his cock. I taste the hot salty mess of his precum. He rocks against my mouth, gasping and moaning like a man possessed.
I take him deep, his cock filling my throat, and pump up and down. It doesn’t take long before my mouth is filled with his cum. I swallow it all, not ceasing my pumping until he’s shuddering and panting as his orgasm fades.
When I know he’s done, I rise, grinning wryly.
“Holy shit,” he breathes, his eyes wide.
I bite his jugular gently, just hard enough to send a pleasurable pain through him. He shivers and another moan escapes his lips. “You,” I whisper against his skin. “Are very sexy.”
He laughs breathlessly. “Can we get out of here before the show gets out? Maybe go to your place?” He looks at me hopefully.
I chew my lips. I want to say yes, I want to say yes more than anything. But my cabin is almost an hour away and I don’t know if I’m ready to let Dale completely into my world yet. I start the truck and pull out of the parking lot. “Maybe another night,” I say, glancing at him. “It’s kind of a mess right now.”
His face falls a little, but he nods. “I had a great time tonight.”
“Me too.” I grin wryly at him. “And hey, I will have you over to my place. The least I can do is rescue you from rooming with your parents’ lover.”
He laughs, leaning his head back. “Would you, please? I’m desperate.”
Our laughter gives way to comfortable silence as I pull onto the street leading to his house. “Hey Dale, I have a favor to ask of you.”
“Shoot,” he says, turning toward me.
“Do you think you could hack into the website of the Department of Fish and Game?” The question has been gnawing at me since he mentioned that he could hack if he wanted to.
He looks at me curiously and inhales deeply. “I can try. I can’t make any promises though. What am I looking for?”
“The lottery for the wolf hunting licenses. Can you fix it so I win if I enter?”
“I’ll take a look.” He offers me a trusting smile. “And I won’t say anything.”
I let out a long breath and feel some of the knots in my stomach ease. “Thank you.”
We pull into his parents’ drive, the headlights of my truck sweeping over the porch. I hop out of the truck smoothly and stride around the car to open his door. But when I get there it’s already open and Dale is waiting propped against it.
I grin at the sly look on his face, the sensual twist of his lips. We fall into another embrace, my hand clasping the back of his head as I sear a kiss to his lips.
He moans under my touch, a parting gift that will ring in my head all night.




DALE
I  hear Cliff’s footsteps receding through the front door, then the slam of his truck door. The rumble of the engine is followed by the crunching of gravel as he peels out of my drive. I sag against the front door, still trying to catch my breath from what just happened in his truck.
I tug the ARF device out of my ear and shove it in my pocket. I don’t want it chirping at me—I just want to think about what happened. There was so much tension between the two of us, like a string pulled taut between our bodies. I can’t believe we made out in the middle of a crowded restaurant. I’ve never done anything that impulsive before. Even without the ARF device, I suspect it would have happened anyway. Cliff has an animal magnetism that I’m drawn to.
I know I fell into that magnetic pull in high school and never truly escaped from it. The first time I ever saw him, I was fifteen. He smiled at me and we locked eyes for what felt like an eternity before he disappeared into a crowd of students. I was ecstatic when I saw him in my biology class later that day. But we never spoke, mostly because I was too shy to approach him. But God, that smile. It hasn’t changed. I lightly pound my head against the door as I withdraw from my memories. It was the perfect date. Sighing, I traipse up the stairs, eager to lie in bed and live through the date in my memories.
I stop short at the landing as moans and heavy breathing reach my ears. The sounds are coming from my parents’ room. I shudder and try to ignore them. Once I’m in my room with the door closed, the sounds are muffled enough that I can’t hear them anymore. I breathe a sigh of relief.
There are a few cum stains on my jeans, so I toss them in the laundry basket to wash tomorrow. I climb into bed in just my underwear, thinking of the device; I need to make some minor adjustments. Its calculations are almost too slow—the delay could be enough to make a target suspicious. That’ll take some time to fix. The data processor I have in the device is one of the best and I’m not in a position to order a new one and install it here. That will have to wait until I’m back at the Center.
Until then, I’ll just have to do what I can to tweak the processor and speed up the calculations. It’s a great success with Cliff though. He’s responding positively to the ARF device’s suggestions. So positively I’m confused that he didn’t take me up on my offer to go home with him. It was a suggestion from the device. It had a 98% probability of success. But he’d rejected my offer. I fell into that improbable 2%. It blew my mind and made me a little insecure.
I’d wanted to go home with him. I didn’t just offer because I needed to finish my test of the ARF device. I offered because after that bout in the truck…it was like I was seventeen again. Cliff had been on my mind for all four years of high school. And even when he rejected me after that night on the field, I hadn’t been able to give up on my feelings for him until I left Bear Moose.
After our passionate moment in the truck, I feel like I’m having flashbacks to high school. It’s almost identical to the night I went to sleep bursting with excitement at the thought that Cliff Taylor liked me back. I worry that I’ll wake up tomorrow to the cold Cliff, just as I did in the past. I inhale deeply, trying to calm down. It’s different now, I remind myself. I have the ARF device, and no matter what happens, the machine can coach me through any conversation or situation with Cliff.
And the truth is…I can’t wait to see him tomorrow. He’ll probably have questions about the lottery. I can’t sleep anyway, so I drag myself out of bed and over to my old desk. It’s covered in memorabilia that I shove aside so I can I open my laptop. I open the website for the Department of Fish and Game. Like most government websites, it’s difficult to navigate and unappealing. But I find the lottery webpage after digging around a little bit.
In about a week, the lottery winners will be announced, three of them in total. I have software on my laptop that makes it easy to find and rewrite code. I open it now and use a few keystrokes to connect the website to my software.
I spend a few minutes browsing through the code, trying to penetrate the lottery. “Damn,” I curse softly.
The lottery is airtight—I can’t access it remotely. I need to be patched into the servers. I’m not entirely surprised. I’m a gifted coder and programmer, but government websites are built by the best. Even something as innocent as the Department of Fish and Game can’t be accessed by just anyone.
I hate to disappoint Cliff though. For whatever reason, this lottery means a lot to him. I can’t imagine he’s a big hunter. Vegetarians often choose to forgo meat for moral reasons, and Cliff seems like that type. My gut is telling me he wants to prevent wolves in the area from being hunted. The website explains that the lottery is in place to thin the wolf population, since it’s too heavy for a sustainable environment. Cliff is smart—as a wildlife photographer he must know that.
I purse my lips, wondering about Cliff’s motives. The door swings open and my nose is assaulted with the smell of sweat and sex. I wrinkle my nose.
“Oh, you’re awake. I thought you’d be asleep,” Michael says, surprise lacing his voice.
I turn to face him. He’s half-dressed and more than a little sweaty. “Nope,” I clip, pursing my lips.
He chuckles awkwardly. “Hey man, I know it must be a little weird seeing your parents this way…”
“We don’t have to talk about it,” I say hurriedly, snapping my laptop shut. “Really, Michael. Your business is your business.”
He nods pensively. “Alright. Cool, man.”
“Cool,” I echo.
“Hey, want a smoothie?” he asks brightly. “I’m making my famous berry power protein shake.”
“I’ll pass, thanks,” I say, managing a smile.
Michael leaves the room, closing the door behind him. I let loose a breath and sag into my chair. I know my coldness toward him will get old fast. He’s obviously a nice guy. He has to be if my parents decided to let him into their lives.
I throw myself back onto my bed and cover my head with a pillow. I don’t fall asleep for what feels like hours, but when I do, I dream of Cliff.




CLIFF
M y fingers tap nervously on the wooden table in the Cocoa Peak. Dale should be here any minute and I already ordered for the both of us. He seems like the kind of guy who likes a rich, dark roast. Hopefully I’m right.
A smile tugs at my lips as I remember our date last night, and suddenly, all my nerves fall away. The only thing on my mind besides Dale is my wolf family. I can only hope Dale has good news for me about the lottery.
But last night…last night was like a dream. And I’m ready for it to continue. The bell over the door rings and Dale walks in, looking damn good. He’s wearing a green t-shirt that makes his eyes pop and a pair of slim jeans. He scratches his beard absentmindedly while he searches the coffee shop for me. I let his eyes wander. When they fall on me, I flash him a wry smile.
He grins back and his eyes brighten. I inhale, scenting him. I can smell the arousal on him and it’s enough to start the wolf within me rumbling. I stand and wrap him in a hug, resisting the urge to caress his ass.
“I ordered you a black roast,” I say, pushing the steaming mug toward him. “I hope that’s okay.”
“More than okay. I’m dying for a caffeine fix,” he says, taking a long sip of the drink.
I settle back, tugging on my baseball cap. “So, how was your night?” I ask.
He chews his bottom lip and I know he’s thinking of the truck. “I had a great night with you,” he says. “Definitely one of my top five dates.”
“Only top five?” I arch a brow. “I’ll just have to try a little harder next time.”
“I’m looking forward to it,” he says, smiling at me over the rim of his mug. “I managed to look into the hunting lottery.”
“You did?” My eyes widen with surprise. I hadn’t expected him to check it out so soon.
Dale nods. “Yeah, the lottery will select three random contestants. I managed to get into their basic coding and then I ran into a bit of a snag.”
“What kind of snag?”
“Well, I can’t access the website code remotely. I need to be dialed into the servers, which means I need access to the local office of the Department of Fish and Game,” he explains.
“And you said there were three licenses?” My heart is sinking in my chest at the news. Even if he did manage to award all the licenses to me, that would look suspicious.
He nods. “Right now, yeah. But if I were to access the server, I could change that too.”
“Dale, has anyone ever told you it’s sexy when you go full geek?” I grin at him.
“You would be the first.” He blushes.
“But probably not the last,” I tease him.
“So, Cliff, I’ve been meaning to ask…why do you want the hunting licenses anyway?”
I inhale deeply, fidgeting with my coffee cup. “I love animals.”
Dale watches me pensively. “Me too. Especially cats.”
I toss my head back and laugh. “I knew you were a cat guy.”
“What?” he asks with mock offense in his tone. “Everyone in the world and their dog prefers dogs to cats. They’re the underdog.”
“I’m a wolf man myself,” I say. Part of me is hoping he’ll catch on to my subtle hint, but I know the likelihood of that is slim. Why would any sane, rational person think werewolves are real?
“So I surmised.” He smiles. “You should use some of the proceeds from your photos to set up a wildlife conservation fund. You know, if you want to.”
I gape at him. “Dale, that’s an amazing idea. I love that.”
We lapse into silence for a moment, drinking our coffee and staring at the mountains in the distance. I can’t believe I hadn’t thought of creating my own non-profit before. But Dale thought of it so quickly, so easily. My eyes dart over to him and I study his handsome profile. I feel a tug toward him, an intangible draw. Maybe there is such a thing as a mate after all.
“What are you thinking about?” he asks, pulling me from my thoughts.
“Just that I think you’re amazing,” I say sincerely. I don’t mind being open with Dale. I feel secure and comfortable with him, which is something I don’t typically feel when I’m with other men.
He blushes a bright pink, most of it hidden beneath his beard. “I, uh, I’m not that great,” he stammers.
I roll my eyes. “Come on, Dale. You’ve got a big, fancy job in Silicon Valley. You’re smart, you’re clever, you’re confident. You’re hot.”
“Seriously, stop man, I don’t think my ego can take another compliment,” he jokes. “But, thank you.”
“Don’t thank me for pointing out the obvious, Dale,” I say. And I mean it. As far as I’m concerned, more people should be singing Dale’s praises.
“So, what’s on your agenda for today?” he asks.
I shrug. Truthfully, I hadn’t planned anything past meeting Dale for coffee. With him, I want to see where the wind takes us. Maybe we’ll spend the whole day together or maybe he has plans. Either way, I know I want to work my schedule around him. “I’m just winging it today,” I say.
“Same. I don’t really have much to do in town. Any suggestions?” He watches me with an expectant look in his eyes.
I want to suggest that we head back to my truck for another passionate moment. The kind of moment that turns into hours. But I don’t. “I don’t mean to push the issue,” I say hesitantly. “But we could go to the Department of Fish and Game and scope it out?”
“You’re not pushing it,” he says. “I want to help you with whatever your crusade is.”
I sigh. “Honestly, Dale, you have no idea how much that means to me.”
He doesn’t press me further about the issue, simply draining the last of his coffee and rising to his feet. I want to tell him more about my reasons for stopping the lottery. I want to tell him about the wolf pups and their mother, but I hold back. If I tell him about that small pack, it might lead to questions about me. Questions I can’t answer yet.
So I follow him out of the coffee shop and into the sunlight.
“My car or yours?” he asks, keys in hand.
“We can take mine,” I say. “Their office is on a bit of a dirt road.”
“Sounds good,” he says, slipping the keys back in his pocket. “Let me just grab my laptop.”
I wait for him to return with a slim satchel. He follows me to my truck, parked at the end of the block, and I can feel his eyes on my ass. I grin. The Department really is on a dirt road, but the surface is packed so tightly it might as well be asphalt. His car would’ve been fine. The truth is, I wanted to see his face when he saw the place he climaxed in last night. I wanted to remind him of it.
We clamber into my truck but he doesn’t let me open the door for him anymore. I don’t mind. If he doesn’t feel like accepting my chivalry or he’s trying to do me some kind of favor, it doesn’t matter to me. It just means we both get in the car faster.
I start the engine and pull away from the curb, sparing a second to cast a glance at him. His cheeks are flushed. I sniff. The cab still carries the scent of his climax, but I can smell his current excitement now as well. It’s intoxicating.
It only takes us about twenty minutes to get to the Department of Fish and Game. The office is surrounded by tall pine trees, and several SUVs are parked outside with the Department’s logo stamped on them. I pull off the road about a hundred yards from the building and turn to Dale.
“This is embarrassing to admit, but these guys know me. And they don’t like me,” I say.
He raises a brow. “Then I definitely don’t want to be associated with the likes of you.”
I chuckle. “Probably not. At least not right now anyway.”
“I’m thinking we enter separately. You keep them distracted while I snoop around.” Dale hops to the ground with a mischievous glint in his eye.
“A true mastermind,” I say. “See you in there.”
He nods and then starts trekking toward the building. I’m careful not to choke him with exhaust fumes when I drive around him to park in the Department’s lot. I’m opening the door of the building just as Dale enters the parking lot. I wink at him before slipping inside.
The lobby is cool, blasted with air-conditioning. The ranger at the front desk rolls his eyes when he sees me but says nothing. I lean against the desk, smiling down at him. “Good morning,” I say as sweetly as possible.
“What do you want, Cliff? If this is about that poacher, I’ll remind you that Ranger White is still investigating,” he says.
A month ago, I caught a poacher in the national forest. I brought it to the Department’s attention and even dragged in the culprit, but they never did anything about it. Turned out, the poacher was the son of one of the governor’s friends. I rode the Department’s ass about it pretty hard.
The door opens before I can reply and Dale struts in. He sniffs loudly and clears his throat, bringing the ranger’s attention to him. He stops beside me, one hand grazing my thigh. “I’m Dean Thornton, from IT,” he says, his voice all nasally.
“We didn’t call for IT,” the ranger says.
“Routine checks on your hardware,” Dale explains.
The ranger purses his lips while he considers Dale. Finally, he seems to have determined that Dale is geeky enough to pass for IT. “Alright, the servers are down the hall on the left. Let me know if you need access to anything else.”
“Thanks, dude,” Dale says, heading off down the hall.
“What are you still doing here?” the ranger asks.
“I’m actually here to apply for a hunting license,” I say, tapping my palms on the desk. “So if you just want to pass me that application over there.” I indicate it with my chin.
He frowns at me. “Mr. Greenpeace wants a hunting license?”
I resist the urge to roll my eyes.
“Here.” He slaps the paperwork down in front of me and slides a pen my way.
“Thank you,” I say, enunciating each word poignantly.
I start filling out the paperwork, taking my time with each section. I need to be sure to give Dale enough time to find the servers and the lottery code. So I continually erase and rewrite my information.
“Oh, I forgot the ‘I’,” I mutter, erasing yet another section.
My mind wanders to Dale as I mess around with the application, buying him time. His willingness to help me, even if it meant impersonating a government employee, is astonishing. And attractive. Very attractive. It’s only been a day since we met, or reconnected if my suspicions that I knew him in high school are right. But I feel something intense tugging me toward him. He seems familiar in a way I can’t explain. But when I look at him, I have this sense that something I’ve lost and missed has returned.
And I think he feels the same way—at least I hope he does. But if he doesn’t, would he really be in the Department’s office with me, hacking into their systems? Of course, even if he does feel the same way, I shouldn’t get too involved with him too quickly. He is, after all, from Silicon Valley and he’ll return there. Even if I don’t want him to. I just wish he’d stay in Bear Moose. If he wanted to, I know we could make long distance work, but I still wish he’d stay. It’s not as luxurious, big, or prestigious as Silicon Valley, but I’d make him happy here.
I pause my scribbling as that thought flashes through my mind. I’d make him happy. I’ve never had that kind of sentiment before, never had the urge to please another person like that. I’m nice to people and try to help out when I can, but to make someone happy…that was different.
I know I’m jumping ahead of myself thinking that far into the future. But I have this sense that Dale and I could be much more than a summer fling. I consider the possibility of me moving to Silicon Valley, if it ever came to that. But my shifter instincts are screaming that it’s impossible. Surrounded by buildings and highways all the time, I know there wouldn’t be enough open space for me. I need to breathe fresh, clean, mountain air. And I need forests to roam.
So the options are long-distance or accepting this is only a summer fling. I know the latter is the more realistic option. A part of me is pained at the thought but I also know life is what it is. When Dale leaves, at least I’ll have been lucky enough to be with him for a short time.
The ranger is eyeing me now, looking at my half-completed paperwork with disdain. I chuckle at yet another purposeful mistake while I set about erasing it. He goes back to his work. Dale…I hope you’re working fast.




DALE
T  he Department of Fish and Game is like a labyrinth despite its small size. It’s not even two stories tall, but I have yet to find the server room. I missed the ranger’s directions entirely. The reality of breaking the law with Cliff was sexy, sexy enough that my mind was entirely focused on Cliff’s ass and not on the ranger’s directions.
Finally, I spot a room labeled SERVERS with a piece of paper. I slip inside, closing the door behind me. There’s a stool shoved into the corner, so I drag it to the nearest server and plop down onto it. In seconds, I’ve got my laptop open and loaded. I connect a cable from the server to my laptop, giving me instant access to virtually every file and webpage in the Department of Fish and Game.
“Warning,” the ARF device says into my ear. “Target’s speech patterns and behavior indicate a breach of trust will prove fatal to the relationship.”
I ignore the device, which is always making calculations in the background. It’s highly illegal, what I’m doing. And it sets me on edge. But I already told Cliff I’d do it and I can’t back down now. So I search through the files until I find the one dedicated to the lottery. Excitedly, I click it open and scan through the code quickly.
The lottery is set to select three winners from registered hunters—I see it written clearly in the code. And there’s the random number generator for the lottery. Cliff is registering right now, if I set the generator to automatically select him, I’ll need his name in the file. So, I set to work changing the code. Suddenly, an error message appears on the screen.
“What?” I murmur, peering closer at my screen. “Shit.”
The code is permanent. I need advanced access to change the code from read-only to editable. And that means I’d need to hack the login info of the head of Fish and Game. Which is another serious offense and likely impossible. I sigh. There’s nothing I can do for Cliff. I can’t change the number of lottery winners, and I can’t force it to generate his name.
“Analysis indicates that today is an appropriate time to inform the target of the ARF device,” the device says smoothly.
“Cliff won’t like that,” I say, mostly to myself, as I search through another file.
“Analysis indicates that further secrecy could prove fatal to the relationship,” the ARF device chirps.
Truthfully, I don’t want to tell Cliff about the ARF device today. In fact, I’d just rather not. The benefits of admitting that I was being coached by a machine are vastly outweighed by a big con. Which is that Cliff will hang me out to dry. I may not want to admit it, but my feelings for Cliff have developed beyond a simple target for testing the machine. I like him.
Having been scorned by him in the past, I don’t relish the idea of it happening again. And as much as I try to remind myself that he ditched me in high school, he seems different now. He seems comfortable with his homosexuality and even kinder than he was when I loved him as a teenager. The more time I spend with him, the less angry I am about the past and the more eager I am for the present.
I don’t have time to snoop through the server here. If there’s a way to get around this coding, I’ll need more time. So I quickly download the entire lottery file onto my own computer. Luckily, my laptop has enough memory for me to do this quickly. In a few minutes, I’ve got the file downloaded.
“Time to get the hell out of here,” I mutter, detaching my cable from the server.
Hurriedly, I stuff my laptop and the cable back into the satchel, putting put the stool back in the corner, just as the door slams open. I jump, startled, and swing toward the door. A security guard stands in the doorway, blocking my exit.
He glares at me. “I’ve got some questions for you.”
“Uh, what about?” I ask, trying to appear unbothered. “I just finished my work here. You guys are all set.”
“And what work is that?” the guard demands.
“IT got an automated message that one of the servers was overheating,” I lie. “Just came to check it out.”
“Uh-huh. That’s funny, we called IT, they don’t know a Dean Thornton. And they didn’t send anyone to our office.”
Well, fuck me.
I know I look like a deer in headlights. “I don’t know why they would say that,” I say. “Must be playing some kind of prank. I’m new.”
“Now listen here you little…” The guard falls silent mid-sentence as shouts reach our ears.
“Are you telling me you’re letting people have campfires outside designated camping areas?” I hear Cliff shout. “And after that wildfire last summer!”
“Oh, shut up!” another man yells.
“What the hell is going on,” the guard mutters. “You. Stay here.”
He stomps off toward the lobby. I absolutely will not stay here, I think nervously. Cliff can handle himself, and I suspect he started a heated argument with the ranger at the front desk to give me time to escape.
So I sprint toward the back of the building, where I know there’s a door. I slam through it and run through the parking lot toward Cliff’s truck. Taking refuge behind it, I send a quick text to Cliff that I made it out.
“That’s just bad management!” Cliff yells.
I peek out over the bed of his truck to see him exiting the building. He jogs toward me, a grin on his lips. Without speaking, we slip into his truck. He speeds away from the Department just as the security guard comes bounding out the front door, looking for me.
I sigh, sagging back against the seat. “Holy shit.”
He laughs. “I was worried for a bit back there. Glad you made it out.”
“How did you know they sent that security guard?” I ask.
He shrugs. “I saw him hurry in your direction and suspected it was about you. So I took a chance.”
“Well, thank you for taking that chance,” I laugh nervously. “Man, I thought I was going to jail.”
“I’d never let that happen,” he says fiercely.
His words and his tone send a thrill coursing through me. I adjust my satchel to cover the bulge of my cock in my jeans.
“I have more bad news,” I say hesitantly.
His face crumples as he listens to me explain that, right now, I can’t change the code. The lottery is still on. And he’s not a guaranteed winner.
“Damn,” he whispers. He smiles sadly at me. “Thanks for trying.”
“Of course.” I nod.
“Analysis indicates that now is an appropriate time to inform the target of the subject’s use of the ARF device,” the machine says to me again.
Instead, I reach toward him and place a comforting hand on his thigh. “Want to get a drink?”
“It’s eleven a.m.,” he says, cocking a brow.
“It’s five o’clock somewhere,” I joke. “Besides, I could use a stiff drink.”
Cliff smiles wryly at me. “I just had one of your terrible pickup lines come to mind. You’re a bad influence on me.”
“What was it?” I grin.
“That’s not the only stiff thing you need,” he says, bellowing with laughter.
“That’s worse than mine,” I insist, laughing.
“No way in hell.” He shakes his head, smiling. “They were both awful. Now we’re even.”
We reach town and he drives toward one of the oldest bars. An old-time saloon, this place was operating even when we were in high school. It’s rumored to be the oldest building in Bear Moose and the longest operating business in the region.
The parking lot is near empty, but luckily, the bar is open. I wasn’t kidding about needing a drink. That was the closest I’ve ever come to being arrested and it’s given me severe heart palpitations. Cliff stops me with a hand on my arm before I can exit the truck.
“What is it?” I ask, brows furrowing with concern.
“I need you to know I appreciate that you tried,” he says. His eyes are sorrowful.
“Analysis indicates that initiating a kiss with the subject is the most appropriate course of action,” the ARF device says.
But I’m already leaning toward him. I press a tender kiss to his lips and will all my feelings and confessions into it. That kiss tells him I like him, it tells him I haven’t been honest, and it tells him I want to take things further. But it’s just a kiss.
His lips are soft on mine, his hand on my cheek. It’s the perfect kiss.




CLIFF
Every time I think about how close Dale was to being arrested by the security guard, my stomach feels like a rock. I’m just grateful I picked up the security guard’s yelling with my heightened senses. If I hadn’t heard him, I wouldn’t have known Dale was in trouble.
And I think I’m pretty lucky Dale is sticking around despite the fact that I almost got him arrested. He’s sitting across from me in the near-empty bar, nursing his drink. I know he was pretty shaken after the incident at the Department of Fish and Game. His heart was beating wildly the entire drive and I could still smell the dried sweat on him. He seems to have calmed down, though, like he really did need a drink.
He catches me staring at him and smiles nervously. “What is it?”
“Nothing.” I smile. “I was just thinking about what a good actor you are.”
He laughs. “I’m a terrible actor. I don’t know how they fell for it.”
“It was probably the sniffling and throat clearing that really sold them on it,” I joke. “But really, you did good back there.”
“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” he says.
“Truer words have never been spoken.” I lift my glass up in a toast. “To desperation.”
“To wolves.” His glass clinks against mine.
“Earlier, you asked me why I wanted to change the lottery,” I say, mulling over my words.
“You love animals,” Dale supplies.
“That’s not all of it though,” I sigh. “There’s a special place in my heart for wolves.” And not just because I am one.
Dale reaches across the table to rest his hand on mine. He says nothing, simply waiting for me to continue. His encouraging silence spurs me on. I want to tell him about my family, my wolf family.
“I was out taking pictures one day, a few months back,” I begin. Except I wasn’t shooting but stretching my four legs. Dale doesn’t need to know that. “I heard gun shots, but it wasn’t hunting season, so I followed the sound. I found a man tracking a wolf through the forest. He shot her before I could stop him. I had to choose between making a citizen’s arrest and saving that wolf. She was bleeding out, but she was still alive.”
“That’s terrible,” Dale murmurs.
“I brought her to the nearest vet and insisted they save her no matter the cost. She had pups—the vet said she was pregnant recently. I knew that without her those pups would die.” I take a deep breath. “She lived, though, and I released her back into the wild.”
Dale smiles, visibly relieved that the wolf was fine. “I’m so glad. I hope she got to her pups okay.”
“She did.” I smile softly, thinking of those little pups and their mother. “I tracked her a few days later and she was taking good care of them. I check in on them every now and again. They’re getting big.”
“You still see them?” Dale raises his brows.
“I do. Sometimes I track them and take their photos. They’re my best subjects,” I joke half-heartedly.
“That’s why you want to stop the lottery,” he breathes.
I nod. My head feels too heavy. “Yes. If there are three hunters out there, chances are good they’ll find the pups and their mother.”
Dale lets out a heavy breath, one that sounds as if he’s been holding it a long time. “I’m so sorry.”
“You did the best you could. I appreciate that you even tried,” I say.
“I understand why you’re doing this. I think if I were in your position, I’d do the same thing,” Dale says. “That has to be tough.”
Everything he says is the perfect response to my unspoken questions. Dale isn’t the insensitive man Nicholas was, or even most of the guys I’ve dated. He respects my love for animals and nature, and he appreciates them too. That’s the kind of man I want to be with. The kind of man I could open myself up to completely. I lace my fingers through his and squeeze his hand. I just want to feel him close.
“I’ve missed the open air, the mountains. All of this.” Dale waves a hand around, indicating the town. “I just didn’t realize it until…well, until I met you and you reminded me how amazing nature is.”
I grin, rolling the pad of my thumb over his knuckles. “It’s a good place. It changes you.”
“It’s quiet enough to think, to just be. I can’t remember the last time I sat in silence and just let myself exist, you know?” Dale says.
“Exactly,” I say. There’s one place I desperately want to take Dale. One of my refuges in the storm, the perfect place to simply be.
“Maybe someday I’d move out here,” he says absentmindedly.
“I wouldn’t say no to that.” I smile.
For a moment, Dale’s face crumples, but then the expression vanishes. “You know I haven’t been camping in years?”
“We should go,” I suggest casually. But my mind is wandering to fantasies of Dale and me in the wilderness, sharing a single sleeping bag, our legs intertwined. I shudder softly, growing stiff at the thought.
“We should,” Dale agrees. “Maybe after we sort out this hunting license situation.”
“What do you mean sort it out?” I ask. “Are you saying there might be another way?”
“Maybe,” he says slowly. “It’s a big maybe, but I do have an idea.”
“What is it?” I can’t help the excited grin stretching across my face. If there’s a way we can save the wolf family, I’ll do anything.
“I can’t change the code without accessing the computer of one of the Department heads, and that’s not likely to happen. So to bypass the actual coding, I thought we could corrupt the random number generator,” Dale explains.
“So, what would that mean?” I’m no tech genius and I don’t pretend to be.
“A virus.”
“A virus?” I echo.
He nods. “Random number generators like the one they’ll use for the lottery are complex systems. The generation is actually a mathematical function. Because it’s a mathematical function, it needs a starting value, what mathematicians call a seed. With the same seed, it will always generate the exact same number pattern, so every outcome will be the same series of events. It’s not random. To make it random, the function is different.”
“Math was never my subject, Dale,” I say, wracking my brain to understand the implications of it all.
“Okay, think of it this way. If we can corrupt the function, we can create any result we want.” He grins. “Let’s say we infect the servers with a virus that will automatically seed the function with your number. You’d win the lottery no matter how many times they try to generate a random number.”
“Okay, so what you’re saying is we can control the outcome of the random number generator with a virus?” I ask, desperately hoping for clarification.
“Exactly! And if we do it right, you could win all three hunting licenses. It would look a little suspicious, but I think it’s the best we can do,” Dale says.
Relief and excitement floods through me at his words. We can save the pups! “Dale, that’s brilliant. I don’t fully understand it, but it’s brilliant,” I say, grinning at him. “I can see why you’re a Silicon Valley hot shot.”
He blushes. “Remember, it’s a long shot. It may not work.”
I lean across the table to kiss him. At this point, I can’t resist. With his dedication to helping me and his genius solution, I’d jump him right here if I could. Instead, I sear a kiss to his lips with enough passion to earn a pleasurable groan from him. I tug on his bottom lip as I pull away. His cheeks are flushed and his eyes half-closed. That look on his face feels nostalgic, but more than that, it feels right. And it’s more than enough to stiffen my cock.
“Thank you, Dale,” I say, back in my own seat.
“No, thank you.” He gives me awkward finger guns.
I return the gesture. “Look at you, still a bad influence on me. Making me do embarrassing things like finger guns,” I tease.
He laughs. “So says the man who encourages me to break the law.”
“You’re right,” I chuckle. “I’m the bad influence.”
“There is a problem though,” Dale says. I can see the cogs turning in his mind as he reconsiders his new plan.
“What is it?”
Dale chews his lip. “I can’t infect their servers with the virus remotely. It has to be inserted into the servers directly or it won’t work properly.”
“Why?” I ask, my brows twitching together.
“It’s the best way to infect a computer system with a virus. Remotely, I’d have to email it to them, but that’s not definitive. If they have good security software, it would prevent them from downloading the virus.” He eyes me. “I don’t know about you, but I think in this case, we need to be certain.”
“I agree,” I say. “But how are we going to get access to the servers again? I think the IT bit is played out.”
“And they know my face,” he points out.
“And mine. Well, shit,” I curse, frowning.
“Wait, hang on a second.” He rummages through his pockets and pulls his phone out. “Let me text Kate.”
“Kate? You know Kate?” I ask, surprised. How would he know Kate? I suspected he went to high school here, but he hasn’t been very forthcoming. If he knows Kate, then I must be right.
“Oh, uh,” he stammers, looking up from typing a quick message. “We were friends in high school.”
“Aha!” I say triumphantly. “I knew you seemed familiar.”
He colors. “No, you and I didn’t know each other.”
I mull over this. It’s possible I just picked up his scent around campus all the time, but it seems strange that I’d recognize it after all these years if we’d never really met. Unless, it was an effect of my mate. But that’s a stretch too. I don’t even know if Dale is my mate. Or that mates even exist.
“Kate’s coming—she said she’ll be here in a minute,” Dale says, stuffing his phone away. I catch a glimpse of another white device in his pocket, but I ignore it.
“What do you need Kate for?” I ask.
“The rangers at the Department of Fish and Game don’t know her, right? She could be the one to sneak the virus in, if she agrees.”
I frown. I’m not sure I want to drag more people into this than necessary. But Kate’s a great girl. I don’t know her that well. We talk sometimes but never about anything too personal. Since high school, she’s always seemed a little wary of me.
Suddenly, Dale stands and waves toward the doorway. Seconds later, Kate is sliding into a chair beside Dale, a little too close. I feel a spark of jealousy at the sight of her sitting so close to him, but I thrust it down. Dale has made it clear that he’s interested in me. In men. Unless he’s bi, like his dad, and I just don’t know it. I shake my head. Now I’m just being a territorial alpha.
“Hey, Cliff,” Kate says, smiling brightly.
“Hi, Kate, how’re you doing?” I ask.
“Oh, you know, can’t complain. What did you guys think of the dinner show? I was hoping to catch you on the way out but I got tied up back stage.” Kate flags down the waiter and orders a drink.
I exchange an amused glance with Dale, who blushes a bright pink. “It was great,” I say, sparing him. “A truly memorable experience.”
Dale flushes deeper and looks at me through his long lashes. If he were sitting next to me, I know I wouldn’t have been able to resist reaching toward his cock to feel if it’s as stiff as mine. But from here, I can smell his arousal as he thinks of our date. I get lost in the memory.
She beams. “I’m so glad you guys liked it. In a month or so, we’re going to do a new play. You should come to that one too.”
“I wouldn’t miss it,” I say. “What about you, Dale? Think you can commit to visiting us again?” I try to keep my tone light but there’s a slight edge to my voice. I hope he doesn’t notice it.
“It’s a date,” he says wryly.
Kate shifts uncomfortably in her seat and clears her throat. “So, besides third-wheeling with you guys, what am I doing here?”
Dale grimaces and wraps an arm around her. “You’re not a third-wheel, sorry Kate. I have a favor to ask of you.”
My eyes narrow at Kate when she sinks into Dale’s arm like it’s the most natural thing in the world. If we were wolves, I know I’d have to challenge Kate then and there to establish myself as Dale’s mate. Well, as his…something. But I’m in my human form, and Kate isn’t a shifter, so I settle myself instead.
“What is it?” she asks.
“Keep a secret?” Dale’s voice is serious.
She nods. “Of course, you know that.”
“I…we…need you to infect the servers at the Department of Fish and Game with a virus,” Dale says. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s important.”
“You guys are a ‘we,’ huh…” she trails off. “Wait, you want me to give them a virus? On purpose?”
“Yes, but it won’t be hard. You just have to plug in a little thumb-drive and that’s all.” Dale gestures with both hands, as if to wipe the slate clean.
“Is this illegal?” she asks suspiciously.
Dale hesitates. “Yes.”
She crosses her arms and shoots me a glare. My brows arch with surprise. I guess I would be the obvious culprit in this scheme—I bet Dale’s never even smoked a joint before. I really am the bad influence. I try not to be offended by her accusatory glare, but her presence here has me on edge. First the familiarity and possessiveness with Dale, and now this. My wolf is pacing, growling softly.
“It was my idea,” Dale defends me. “Could you do it? Please?”
“Well, what’s it for?” she asks, crossing her arms over her chest.
“To influence the winners of the lottery,” Dale says. “See, it’s not a big deal. It’s just a lottery.”
She purses her lips, considering. I down the rest of my Jack and Coke, wishing I’d gone with straight whiskey instead. “Since you’re one of my best friends, Dale, I’ll do it,” she says, eyeing me across the table again.
I force a friendly smile. What’s her problem? Kate is usually nothing but nice to me when I see her around town. But, suddenly, with Dale between us, she’s as cold as a Bear Moose winter.
“Thank you, Kate. If anything goes wrong just throw me right under the bus,” Dale jokes.
“Thanks, Kate,” I echo, still smiling.
Suddenly, Kate’s phone rings. “Oh, I have to take this, give me a sec.” She rushes off to take the call outside.
I turn to Dale, tension easing from my shoulders now that Kate’s gone. “Are you sure she should do it?”
“Well, we have no one else,” he says.
“No, I mean, do you think we can trust her?” I know it’s a sensitive question, they’re obviously close. But something doesn’t feel right. Or maybe I’m just paranoid because the lives of the pups are in Kate’s hands now.
Dale nods his head. “I’m sure we can, Kate has never let me down before.”
“How close were you two in school?” I ask.
“We used to hang out almost every day after school, why?”
I shake my head, pursing my lips thoughtfully. “No reason. Need a refill?”
He declines, but God knows I need one after the intense bout of jealousy I just had. So, I stand and head to the bar. I’m just ordering a new drink when I hear Kate return and the two of them burst into laughter. I bristle. This alpha male territorial bullshit really gets old.




DALE
“A re you nervous?” Cliff asks me, glancing away from the road to study my face.
I shake my head but it’s a lie. I’m nervous as hell, breaking the law like this. Especially when Kate is the one who could get hurt.
Cliff chuckles. “Come on, I know you are. It’s okay.”
I sigh heavily, wishing the ARF device could supply me with every response to every conversation. So far, this conversation isn’t significant enough to change how Cliff perceives me, thus the device remains silent. Plus, I think the stress from our attempts to influence the lottery would contaminate its readings anyway. For now, I’m on my own.
“I’m a little nervous,” Cliff confesses. “You didn’t have a lot of time to make that virus—are you sure it’s going to work?”
“I’m sure.” The virus is the one thing I’m most confident about right now. It was simple to whip it up, and luckily, I had an unused USB on hand.
Kate is meeting us at the Department of Fish and Game. She said to leave the ins and outs of “infiltrating the enemy,” as she put it, to her. I know that made Cliff nervous. Out of all of us, his stakes in this are the highest, emotionally at least. It’s his wolf pups that are out there, lives on the line.
“Analysis indicate the target would benefit from comfort,” the ARF device says.
So could I, I think ruefully. “It’ll be okay, Cliff. Kate can do this. We can do this.” I place a hand on his knee in an attempt to comfort him.
He jolts under my touch and his grip on the steering wheel tightens. I’d think I frightened him or made him angry if I didn’t see the huge bulge of his erect cock.
The ARF device butts in again. “Analysis indicates the target is aroused.”
I don’t need a computer to tell me that, I think. Casually, I slip my hand up his thigh and he draws a deep, shuddering breath.
“Dale.” His voice is husky. “What are you doing?”
I’ve reached his groin now, my hand resting on his erection. “Nothing,” I say innocently.
He sighs as I start moving my hand along his cock, caressing it through his jeans. “Dale, I’m driving,” he warns. But his voice carries a needy keen to it, and I know that even though he’s protesting, he very much wants me to continue.
“Just keep your eyes on the road,” I say, unzipping his pants.
I slide my fingers beneath the waistband of his boxers and catch his hard cock in my hand. I’d forgotten how big it was and I gasp softly with surprise and excitement. Since our first date I’ve been thinking about Cliff almost constantly. And now, alone in his truck as we speed through the countryside, I just want to feel that heat between us again.
My first stroke along his cock starts Cliff trembling, his knuckles white. The second, faster stroke has his precum coating my fingers. I grin and eye him sensually. His head is leaning back against the seat, his cheeks flushed and his breath heavy. He rolls his head to the side for an instant to look at me. The sight of his parted lips and his tongue darting across them makes me pump him faster.
His legs spasm each time my fingers drift across his head. He’s thrusting into my hand now, fast and desperate. I can feel my own cheeks heating with lust as I watch him react to my touch so intensely. I’m hard, aching for him. He pants wildly, eyes half-closed, and I don’t know how he’s keeping us on the road.
I let my fingers play over his balls and he swears under his breath. “Dale, you’re going to make me come,” he moans, sagging into the seat to give me better access to his cock.
“That’s the idea,” I murmur, excitement rushing through me.
He gasps, his eyes flying open. And then I feel the hot, sticky mess of his cum on my hand. I pump him through his orgasm, desperately praying he doesn’t crash his truck. His hips rock against my hand, in time with the rhythm of my touch as his pleasure pours over me. He’s sighing, gasping and trembling. And I feel a rush of pride and pleasure watching him.
His orgasm finally fades when we rumble into the parking lot of the Department of Fish and Game. He swings us into a parking spot with ease, but he’s still trying to catch his breath. I pass him a napkin so he can clean up a little.
“Dale,” he groans. “That was fucking amazing.”
I grin. “I aim to please.”
Suddenly, he’s across the cab, his tight, muscular frame pressing against my body. His lips are on mine, wild and demanding. I can hardly catch my breath as he claims my lips over and over. His tongue sweeps into my mouth and I gasp. The sound drives him into a frenzy and he growls at me. Actually growls at me. It’s one of the sexiest sounds I’ve ever heard a man make.
But as soon as the sound has left his lips, he’s lurching away from me, breathing raggedly. “Sorry,” he pants. “I’m sorry.”
I inhale deeply, trying to catch my breath. “For what?”
“I didn’t mean to be so…demanding. I’m sorry if I crossed a line,” he says, his cheeks coloring slightly.
“You didn’t,” I assure him. “If anything, I crossed it first. I hope…it was okay.”
“Dale.” Cliff’s huge hand wraps around mine. “I…I have something to tell you.”
I look at him quizzically, my stomach suddenly very full of nerves. “What is it?”
But before he answers, Kate is at the window, tapping on it. I jump, and I can hear her muffled laughter through the glass. “Shit,” I curse, unrolling the window. “Kate, you gave me a heart attack.”
“Sorry, but I’m here. Let’s get this show on the road,” she says.
“Here.” I pass her the USB and an earpiece. “Now, remember, all you have to do is plug it into one of the servers, any of them. And I’ll walk you through the whole thing.”
“Roger,” she says taking the equipment.
Cliff leans over to inspect her disguise. She’s wearing a bland khaki jumpsuit with a small blue logo on it. “Do you think they’ll buy the disguise?” he asks.
She looks at him with derision. “Of course—it’s modeled on a real uniform for the Department of Water and Power. I look the part completely,” she insists.
“Go quick before they see you at the truck,” I say, shooing her away.
She marches purposefully toward the building and I hear her repeating the mantra she used to use in high school when she was getting into character. “I am full of confidence,” she whispers to herself.
“Testing,” I say into the microphone.
“Loud and clear,” she whispers.
“Okay, when you’re in, remember you’re from the Department of Water and Power and you had a complaint that the Department of Fish and Game was letting fishermen access a restricted dam,” I tell her.
After Kate had returned from her phone call and Cliff got back with another drink, we’d set about planning the specifics of our operation. Surprisingly, with Cliff at the helm, it didn’t take long to come up with the convincing story we were using.
She doesn’t respond, but I know she can’t risk it once she enters the building. So I simply trust that she heard me. We hear the ranger at the desk greet her.
“Fuck, I’m nervous,” Cliff says, tapping a finger on the dashboard of his truck.
“Hi there,” Kate chirps. “I’m from the Department of Water and Power.”
“What can I do for you?” the ranger asks.
Kate sighs. “Well, I’ve got a little bone to pick with you guys. We’ve got word that you’re letting fishermen access a restricted dam, and that’s just unacceptable. I need to file a formal complaint, so if you could just direct me to your supervisor’s office…” she trails off, waiting for him to scramble to her aid.
“He’s occupied at the moment,” the ranger says. “Take a seat, I’ll try to get you back there as soon as possible.”
“Thank you, and where’s the restroom?” Kate asks, I can hear the blush in her voice as she mimics embarrassment. Man, she’s good.
“Just down the hall,” the ranger says.
When I was wandering the Department, I saw that the bathrooms are down the same hall as the servers, which means she can easily slip into the server room while headed for the bathrooms. I hear her shuffle down the hall and then another door opens. Then I hear the whir of the air-conditioning units that are used to keep the servers from overheating.
“She’s in,” I tell Cliff, even though he can hear everything that’s happening as well.
His head drops to my shoulder and I feel him press his lips against me in a tender kiss. I know he’s simply relieved we haven’t been caught yet, but I can’t help the thrill that courses through me.
“Okay, any server?” Kate asks.
“Any server, plug it in, give it fifty seconds, grab it and go,” I instruct her.
“Plugging in,” she says. “Longest fifty seconds of my life.”
“I’ve got your countdown,” I say. We wait in silence, straining to hear if anyone in the Department is on to her. “Okay, go.”
She sighs and I hear the door opening. “Hey,” she calls to the ranger at the desk. “I just got a call from my supervisor, turns out it was some rando pretending to be from your department. Sorry for the trouble.”
“Oh, alright,” the ranger says. “Have a good day.”
Kate mumbles a reply and then slips out of the Department. I watch as she crosses the lot and slides into her car, giving me a thumbs up when she’s in.
“Nice job, Kate,” I say.
“Are we having celebratory coffee or what? Oooh, or cinnamon rolls,” she says, starting her car.
I glance at Cliff. He bobs his head from side to side as he thinks. “I was actually hoping I could…” he starts.
“Okay, see you guys at the Cocoa Peak,” Kate says, interrupting Cliff.
She peels out of the parking lot and out of range before either of us can say anything. “I guess we’re going for coffee.” I tug the earpiece from my ear. “I can’t believe we did it, it’s done.”
He beams at me, his eyes lit up with happiness and relief. “Thank you, Dale. And make sure to pass that on to Kate.”
“I will. Now we wait and see the results, but I’m fairly certain the virus will work,” I say.
Cliff nods and starts the drive back to town. “If this works, I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”
“Maybe one day you can introduce me to those pups,” I joke.
He grins. “Maybe.”




CLIFF
Damn that Kate.
Dale doesn’t seem to have noticed that Kate cut me off before I could invite him to a more private, secluded place. A place I think he would really like. And more than that, a place where I could tell him about my true nature.
Maybe I’m taking things too fast, but Dale is perfect. I feel so at ease around him and so appreciated that I can’t help but want to take things further with him. Much further. But Kate is getting in the way of that.
First in the bar, then by insisting we go to that damn coffee shop. I know I should just suck it up and go, but my heart is pounding in my chest and I want to blurt out the truth to him. Not here, I tell myself, breathing deeply.
“Are you okay?” Dale asks, arching a brow.
“Yeah.” I nod. “You know what, actually no. I wanted to take you somewhere.”
“You don’t want to go to the Cocoa Peak?” His voice is laced with confusion.
“No, I don’t. Is that okay?”
“Well, it’s fine with me. What should I tell Kate?” Dale pulls his phone out to send her a text.
But I know Kate will insert herself into any situation to get between Dale and me. At least, I strongly suspect she will. “Don’t tell her anything yet,” I say. “I’ll drop you off at the Cocoa Peak and then swing around to pick you up after you explain it to her.”
“Why not just tell her now?”
I suck in a breath through my teeth. “If you tell her in person, she won’t be able to tag along.”
“You think she’d try to tag along?” Dale laughs.
“Yes,” I say through gritted teeth.
“Cliff,” Dale says with a teasing note to his voice. “Are you jealous of Kate?”
“I’m not jealous of her,” I insist. “I think she may be jealous of me.”
Dale bursts into disbelieving laughter. “Cliff, come on, she’s known I’m gay since high school.”
“That doesn’t mean she can’t be in love with you,” I say.
“Cliff, there’s no way. She’s just my friend,” Dale snorts.
I let loose a deep breath as I pull to the side of the curb to drop Dale off. “I hope you’re right.”
He swings the door open and hops to the ground. “I’m right. I’ll be out in a minute.”
“Okay.” I nod, catching a glimpse of Kate inside.
I make my way around the block, hoping to give Dale just enough time to give Kate the slip. I know I shouldn’t be acting like this, that I should go inside and show Kate how much I truly appreciate her help. Because of her, Dale and I saved the pups. Probably. But my inclinations are to fuck Dale right in the middle of the coffee shop for all to see and then tear Kate’s throat out to establish my dominance and possessiveness. So I sit stubbornly in the truck, wrestling with my wolf’s instincts.
Dale slips out of the Cocoa Peak just as I pull up to the curb. I glance through the windows of the shop and catch sight of Kate sitting forlornly at a table. As if she can feel my gaze on her, she looks up and meets my eyes. And gives me the dirtiest glower I’ve ever gotten. It doesn’t make me proud to have successfully kept Dale to myself. I feel guilty for treating her this way, but with my wolf on edge around her, I have no other choice.
Once Dale is safely in the truck I peel away from the curb and drive quickly toward the mountains. Dale casts an anxious look my way, noticing the way my hands grip the steering wheel.
“Cliff,” he says softly. “What’s going on?”
We’ve left Bear Moose behind us, and with it, the scent of anyone but me and Dale. The clear air brings more clarity to my head. I relax, loosening my grip on the steering wheel. “Nothing.”
“Is this about Kate? She was really disappointed that we weren’t staying,” Dale says.
“I’ll make it up to her—I promise.” And I mean it. I need to get a better grip on my wolf if I’m going to take my relationship with Dale further.
“I hope so,” Dale says, an edge to his tone. He loves Kate. She’s one of his best friends. I need to be cognizant of that. “Why would Kate have a crush on me anyway?”
I almost laugh out loud. “Uh, Dale, please.” I grin wryly at him.
“No, I’m serious,” he says defensively. “She knows I’m gay, so it doesn’t make sense.”
“What’s not to like, Dale? You’re handsome, smart, charming, funny as hell.” I’ve fallen hard and fast for him. “And you’re an excellent listener.”
He rolls his eyes but I can see a blush creeping up his bearded cheeks. “I mean, I don’t think so…” he trails off.
“Just accept the compliment,” I insist. “It’s not easy to find a guy like you. And once you do, you don’t want to let them go.”
He studies me as I say it. I glance at him from the corner of my eye, catching the conflicted expression on his face. Quickly, he replaces it with a bashful smile. “You really know your way around ass-kissing,” he teases.
I bark a laugh. “Just wait and see.”




DALE
Everything Cliff said has left my mind whirling. Kate couldn’t possibly like me as anything more than a friend. We’ve been friends for years. She was the first person I told I was gay. She stood by me through high school and supported me when I went to study at Cal-Tech. She was my best friend.
I purse my lips. Cliff had to be wrong. I want him to be wrong. Because if he’s right, what does that mean for our friendship?
“Warning: Low battery,” the ARF device says.
I grind my teeth. Shit. We’re way out of town now, nowhere close to a place I can plug it in and charge it. And I can’t use the socket in Cliff’s truck without revealing the device and creating an opportunity for that awkward conversation. What the hell am I supposed to do without the ARF unit? I suppose the security of the device has made me a little dependent on it for confidence. I relied on its calculations and suggestions to flirt with Cliff, and without it, I worry I’ll be too insecure to further my relationship with him.
“Where are we going?” I ask, keeping my tone light. Maybe he’s taking me to another town and I can sneak in a short charge.
“You’ll see.” He grins, keeping his face trained on the road.
We’re in the woods now, heading up a steep incline to make our way farther into the mountains. I haven’t been out here since high school, and even then, I was holed up in my room with my computer most of the time. Despite having grown up in a place surrounded by untouched wilderness, I kept to my tech instead.
But Cliff…he grew up in this wild greenery. It’s a part of him. I can see it on his face, when he stares out the window at the passing pine trees and when he catches glimpses of the sun above the thick canopy. It’s pure, unadulterated joy. Something in my heart is singing to see him like this, in his element.
“Powering down,” the ARF device says.
“Damn,” I whisper.
“What’s wrong?” Cliff asks, glancing worriedly at me.
Damn, again. “Uh, nothing. I just realized I don’t have any water,” I say, lying through my teeth.
“I’ve got a bunch in the back. When we stop, I’ll get you a bottle,” Cliff says.
“And are we almost there?” I ask, peering through the window.
We’ve almost reached the top of the incline but I can’t see anything beyond. Cliff doesn’t answer, instead reaching across the seats to slip his hand in mine. Suddenly, we drive over the crest of the hill and I gasp as Cliff pauses the truck so I can take in the view.
Below us, a sapphire blue lake sprawls through the forest, at the foot of the mountain we’ve just climbed. The landscape is so dense with pine trees, the green appears almost black. The sky is dotted with puffy white clouds and the lake is so still I can see their reflections even from here.
“It’s beautiful,” I breathe.
He squeezes my hand and starts the truck down the slope, toward the lake. When we stop, it’s in a grassy strip that leads to the beach. He parks the truck beneath a copse of trees just off the road. I leap out. Quickly, I slip the ARF earpiece out of my ear and the device from my pocket, and stuff it into his glove compartment. There’s a nervous tension in my belly that something could happen between us tonight. Something that involves our clothes being strewn along the beach.
“Where are we?” I ask, joining Cliff on the sand.
“Lake Bold Rock,” he says. “One of my favorite places in the world.”
I look around at the landscape, empty of all signs of human life. “Why aren’t there more people here?”
“It’s not a tourist hot spot, and most locals don’t even know it exists,” he explains. “It’s too far off the beaten track.”
“Take the road less traveled,” I murmur.
“Exactly.” Cliff smiles. “I figured I’d take you camping, since it’s been so long for you.”
“What?” I gape at him. I haven’t packed anything for camping, but more importantly, that means I won’t be able to use the ARF device until tomorrow. Cliff is going to wonder what happened to the charming man he brought out here and why he was suddenly replaced with a stiff, boring programmer.
A memory from high school slips through my mind. The time I spent eating lunch in the computer lab because I was too shy to join anyone in the cafeteria. Especially not after hearing some of the boys complain about how boring my interests were.
“Relax,” Cliff laughs. “I have everything we need for camping in the back of the truck. Here, come check it out.”
I follow him and he opens the bed of the truck, which is protected by a flat cover. He reaches inside and drags out a tent, grunting, followed by a propane tank and a small stove. I lift the objects off the back of the truck, giving him more space to drag out the supplies. Finally, he finishes up with two camping chairs and a sleeping bag. I eye it nervously.
I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to have sex with Cliff, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t nervous. Without the ARF device, how will I read his cues to determine what he wants? I sigh through my nose and carry some of the supplies away. Cliff leads me to the beach where he picks out a flat bit of ground.
“We can set up here,” he says.
I nod and help him slip the tent from its packaging. We don’t bother staking it—the weather is clear and the stakes likely wouldn’t stay in the sand anyway. I haven’t set up a tent in a long time, so I follow Cliff’s lead. Clumsily, I try to shove the poles through the sleeves, cursing internally all the while.
Cliff notices my struggles, but he makes no move to help and he doesn’t comment. He waits for me to finish, watching me with an expression that tells me has confidence in me. It might just be setting up a tent, but I feel a rush of pride when we stand back and survey our work. It’s a small tent, more appropriate for two much smaller men. Cliff and I are both tall. If we’re going to sleep in there together, we’ll be snuggled up very close. No escape.
Cliff tosses the sleeping bag inside, and again, I consider that there’s only one. In a few more minutes, we’ve got the propane tank connected to the portable stove and the camp chairs set up around it.
“You didn’t happen to bring any food, did you?” I ask nervously as my stomach growls.
He smirks. “In fact, I did.”
“Bless you,” I sigh, following him back to the truck.
He drags a cooler from the truck bed and heaves it back to camp. Inside, I find MREs, cans of soup, and all the fixings for s’mores. I snatch the marshmallows from the cooler and clutch them to my chest. “Now this is a camp out,” I say, grinning.
Suddenly, Cliff’s arms are wrapped around me, his nose nuzzling my neck. The marshmallows between us are getting squished, but I hardly register that fact as he breathes in the scent of my neck. He sighs and I feel his lips brush against my skin.
“Dale, I’m so glad you came out here with me,” he murmurs.
I shiver as his lips graze my neck when he speaks. “Me too,” I breathe. If the ARF device were working, it would have some clever remark or perhaps a more meaningful suggestion, but it’s not here. It’s just me and I can only hope that’s enough.
He releases me, taking the smashed marshmallows from my hands. “What do you say we have dinner?”
“What’s on the menu?” I ask, wishing I had the marshmallows again as a barrier.
He rummages through our options. “I have vegetable and rice soup, and cheddar broccoli pasta MREs. I wouldn’t recommend that tonight,” he says, laughing a little. “And meatless chili.”
“Hmm.” I mull over the choices. “I think I’ll have to go with vegetable and rice soup.”
“Good choice,” Cliff says, starting the propane stove.
As the soup warms, the sun begins to set over the tree line. The lake turns to molten gold as the sunset reflects off the pristine water. It’s one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen, and it instantly sets me at ease. I feel myself calming down quickly as the last rays of the sun wash over me.
“I should get a fire going,” Cliff says rising with a grunt. “Watch the soup?”
I nod as he disappears into the forest. In a few moments, he’s back, carrying a load of wood in his arms. I stir the soup absentmindedly as I watch his muscles flexing. I’m pulled from my reverie when he drops the wood unceremoniously in the sand. Immediately, he sets to work creating a fire and I soon feel the warmth of the blaze against my legs.
We fall into a companionable silence together as we eat, listening to the sounds of nature. Grasshoppers chirp in the background, leaves rustle faintly, and the waves lap at the beach. It’s picturesque, and I can’t imagine returning to Silicon Valley when I’m surrounded by such beauty.
“Rethinking Silicon Valley, right?” Cliff asks knowingly.
I raise my brows at him. “How did you know? Are you a mind-reader?”
He chuckles. “How could you not, with all this?” He gestures around us.
“I was thinking the same thing,” I say, listening to the crackling of the fire.
“I feel like we’re really compatible,” Cliff says slowly, as if chewing on the words. “You always know exactly what to say to draw me in or to reassure me.”
Thanks to the ARF device, I think. Instead, I say, “I feel the same.”
He sighs with relief. “This is just all new to me.”
“Dating?” I don’t have much experience either—I’ve been married to my work.
“No, well, yeah. But I mean having feelings for someone else, good ones.” He meets my eyes and I suddenly feel light-headed.
I inhale sharply and feel my cock stiffen with desire under his gaze. I haven’t wanted anyone the way I desperately want Cliff. And I realize now that I’ve never been able to escape this feeling. Somewhere, in the back of my mind, Cliff was always there. Even when I was at Cal-Tech, my thoughts always drifted back to him, filling me with melancholy.
Dinner forgotten and done, Cliff stands and stares pensively at the lake. “Want to go for a swim?” he asks, and I can see his cock is as erect as mine.
I clear my throat nervously. “I didn’t bring a swimsuit.”
“Who says we need one?” Cliff smirks.
A thrill courses through me at the prospect of skinny dipping with Cliff. Not only have I never been skinny dipping, but this is the first time Cliff and I will be naked and vulnerable in front of each other. I can’t imagine a better setting.
I join Cliff on the wet sand, kicking my shoes to the side. He turns to me and tilts my chin up with a gentle finger. Then, his lips are on mine, claiming them with an intense kiss. I melt against him, my arms wrapping around his body to draw closer to him. He nudges my lips with his tongue and I open willingly for him.
There’s something intoxicating about Cliff, an edge to his kisses that hints at danger. But it’s a danger I willingly fall into because my heart feels connected to his. His tongue sweeps through my mouth, dancing with mine. I feel his hard cock against my own and grind lightly against it. His hands are on my ass, squeezing, stroking, and sending shivers up my spine.
I moan as he bites my bottom lip. I’ve never been comfortable being vocal during intimacy, but Cliff rewards even the softest of noises with a deeper kiss. He leaves a trail of kisses along my jaw until he reaches my neck. He bites my jugular and I gasp at the pain. To ease it, he drags his tongue along my neck. Cliff makes no apology for nipping at me so roughly, but I don’t want him to. It’s indicative of his fierce nature, something wild and untamable about him. It’s something I love.
He pulls back, breathing raggedly, and stares intensely into my eyes. I try to catch my breath but can’t look away from his gaze. Suddenly, his hands are beneath my shirt, running along my abs toward my chest. He eases my shirt up and over my head, tossing it to the sand. Then his hands are on my jeans, slipping them off my hips and down to my feet. Wordlessly, without breaking eye contact, I step lightly out of them.
My bare feet dig into the sand as I stand almost naked in front of him. A growl rips from his throat as I unbutton his shirt, exposing his broad, muscled chest to the moonlight. I drop my gaze from his eyes to his chest to take him in. My mouth is practically watering as my eyes rove over his torso. Cliff doesn’t wait for me to take his pants off, ripping them off himself, followed by his underwear.
There’s a deep rumbling in his chest, and without warning, Cliff’s fingers find their way around my hard cock beneath my underwear. He holds it firmly in his hand, gaze locked with mine. My breath catches in my throat at the sudden move. I ease my underwear down and around my ankles, receiving an approving smirk.
Together, we slip into the water, walking until we can’t touch the bottom anymore. The water is cool but not frigid. After the heat of the day, it’s a welcome relief. Cliff is magnificent in the water, taking long, elegant strokes as he swims.
He turns to me, treading water. “I hope you’re a good swimmer.”
I chuckle nervously. “Why?”
His answer is a kiss to my lips and his arms wrapping around me with a surge of water. We tangle together in the lake, my arms wrapping around his body as I cling to him. He’s tall enough that his toes graze the bottom, giving us more support. I’m already panting as he deepens our kiss. I want more of him.
He sucks on my bottom lip, sweeping his tongue across it with teasing strokes. I imagine that tongue on my cock again and can’t help the tremble that courses through me.
“Cliff,” I pant, as I feel his bare cock rub against mine.
He growls, but it’s not a sound of pleasure. It’s a sound of need.




CLIFF
Dale’s body is wrapped around mine as we kiss. He clings to me tightly, with a desperation that incites me. My wolf is growling, eager to take Dale and make him ours. But I hold myself back, losing myself in his embrace.
He’s more eager, more loving than I imagined. Slowly, I rake my tongue across his neck and collarbone, tasting him. Beyond the fresh taste of the lake water, I taste the salty musk of his sweat and desire. He shivers as I swirl my tongue over his jugular. His pulse is wild, fast and deep. My wolf wants to bite him, to pierce his flesh and mark our territory. Instead, I nip him gently, barely resisting the urge to clamp my jaws down.
Dale nudges my face up to his and sears a kiss to my lips. I nudge his lips apart with my tongue, tangling with his. He groans as I slow my kiss to a tantalizing pace, driving him into a frenzy. Dale tries to pick up the pace, panting, but I tease him. Gently, I trail my tongue along his lips and dart into his mouth in short, hesitant strokes. Small kisses, short, sweet sweeps of my tongue. A light keening slips from his lips as my tongue grazes his.
I chuckle, the sound rumbling from my chest. It causes Dale to blink slowly at me, dazed. Fiercely, I press my hand to the back of his head and bring his lips to mine. I take him in a fiery kiss, fast and wild. Dale responds like a dying man in the desert who just found an oasis. He needs me. And I need him.
I don’t know how I went all these years without him. With Dale in my life now, I feel more elevated, more at ease than I have in a long time. Here, in this lake, as the stars shine above us, we are completely ourselves. Wholly together. I want to give him all of me. He needs to know everything about me.
I want to tell him about my wolf. But not yet. No, Dale is too far gone, too wild for me. With a grin I maneuver us further into the shallows so we can both stand. He barely registers the change, his lips drifting from my lips to my ear. I growl with pleasure as his tongue flicks over my lobe.
At the look in my eyes, Dale turns his body, twisting around until his perfect, tight ass comes into view. I almost sigh at the sight of him, half out of the water and glistening. My cock is harder than it ever has been and already leaking precum. I want Dale. I want him now. I position myself behind him, right at the entrance, my dick throbbing with need.
He gasps sharply as my cock rests against him. He doesn’t need much preparation so I ease into him, taking my time so he can stretch around my cock. I drag my tongue down the nape of his neck and down his spine, which starts him shuddering and whimpering. When I’m fully inside him, we rest for a moment, rocking gently against each other. He’s tight and perfect and all for me. I pump into him slowly at first, taking my time, easing him into it. It isn’t until he’s grinding against me, moaning, that I take him deeper and faster.
I thrust into him over and over, until we’re both roaring. The sound of our pleasure echoes through the glen, singing over the lake. It’s beautiful. The two of us are so at one with nature, I feel more myself than I ever have.
And I’m close. I want to hold back, to make this last forever, but he makes me feel so fucking good that I’m already at the cusp. Suddenly, Dale cries out and he shudders against me. I catch sight of the white stream of cum spilling from his hard cock into the lake. He looks at me over his shoulder. The sight of his half-hooded eyes and his parted lips does me in.
I release myself, relaxing into Dale, and with a final thrust, I come harder than I’ve ever come before. He grinds his ass on my cock as I pump into him, filling him with my cum. I groan as ecstasy floods through my body. I shudder into him once, twice, three times before my orgasm fades.
We part and the two of us collapse back into the gentle waves of the lake. I float beside him, staring wide-eyed at the sky. His fingers find mine in the water and I clasp his hand tightly. We lay in silence together, letting the last of our ebbing orgasms ease away.
“Dale,” I say, my voice is quiet. “You’re amazing.”
“What?” He laughs nervously.
I grin at him. Under the stars, wrapped in the lake, he’s practically glowing. “I need to show you something.”
“Okay,” he says.
He seems relaxed, perfectly at ease with me. Perfect. Because he needs to be. Or I might lose him when I confide in him my deepest secret. I rise to my feet, the water dripping off my body as I step further into the shallows. He watches curiously as I pause and take a deep breath.
“Just…don’t panic,” I say. My stomach is twisting. I hope I’m doing the right thing.
“Cliff.” His voice is laced with anxiety.
I raise my hand to silence him. Then, I let the shift take me. The wolf within me howls at the freedom I afford him. I double over, ducking my face to my chin. It’s the most disturbing part of the shift, and I don’t want Dale to see my face in the midst of my transformation. I feel my bones stretching and folding as I take the form of my wolf. The cool rush of air over my naked skin disappears as fur sprouts over my body.
I can hear Dale’s heart rate increase, smell the fear on his skin. The shift is complete, I’m standing in the water, soaking, staring nervously up at him. He’s on his feet now, staring wide-eyed at me.
“Cliff?” he asks breathlessly.
I duck my head in a nod and raise my deep brown eyes to his. All I can hope is that he accepts me. I have no tricks up my sleeve, only myself. Completely bare before him in the most meaningful sense.
“Cliff, this is you?” Dale is stepping closer to me.
He stops a foot in front of me and my heart is racing. He reaches a tentative hand toward me and I freeze. I need to let him take the lead. I don’t want to scare him with any sudden movements. So I stand perfectly still as his hand grazes the fur on my head.
“How is this possible?” he breathes. “How do you do this?”
I don’t even know. And if I did, I couldn’t explain it to him in this form. So I simply wait while he circles me, musing. He’s a scientist, through and through. And immediately he’s slipped back into that persona, studying a new discovery. His hands rubbing mindlessly at his beard, his intelligent eyes roving over my body.
“Can you change back? Can you even understand me?”
In response, I trigger the shift, taking the reins from the wolf. In seconds, I’m kneeling before him in my human form. I’m desperately hoping he can accept me like this.
“I can understand you,” I say quietly. I lift my eyes to meet his gaze.
“Cliff, does it hurt? Are you okay?” Immediately, Dale is beside me, crouching down and resting a hand on my shoulder.
My heart aches at his concern. “It doesn’t hurt,” I say.
“Cliff…how is this possible?”
I sit back, sinking into the wet sand. “I don’t know.” I shrug. “I was born with this ability.”
“You’ve always been like this,” Dale echoes, considering my words.
“What do you think? Do you want to leave?” My gut is heavy, like a rock in my body.
“What?” Dale gapes at me. “Of course not.”
Before he can say anything else, I’ve wrapped my arms around him. I tug him toward me, practically into my lap, and just hold him. I’ve never told anyone before, and I was always afraid of what could happen if I revealed myself. I thought about it for years. And now that I’ve finally exposed my secret, I don’t know what will happen next.
Slowly, Dale wraps his arms around me. We nuzzle together in silence. My heart is still beating too fast, too loudly. But I’m not scared anymore. I’m just grateful.

Dale
IN CLIFF’S ARMS, I can feel his heart pounding wildly. I know how scared he must have been to reveal his true nature to me. I feel honored that he trusted me enough to show me what he can do, what he really is. It’s amazing, and I know I don’t truly grasp it. But I want to. I want to know more about Cliff.
So I hold him to me, to help him relax and calm down. I know I need to show him I’m still here. After a few minutes, he detaches himself from me. I catch him swiping away something on his cheek. I shiver as the cool wind sweeps over me.
“We’ll catch cold if we stay out here like this,” I say, rising to my feet and offering him a hand.
He accepts it and I hoist him up. Cliff towers over me, his shoulders are broader than mine, his jaw more chiseled. I’m struck by how handsome he is. Out here in the wild, he’s even more handsome than before.
We return to our campsite and Cliff tosses me a towel. I slip back into my clothes when I’m dry, watching Cliff do the same. Wordlessly, we settle in front of the fire again, just taking in the night air.
“What was it like? Growing up with that?” I ask, eyeing him.
“It was hard,” he admits. “When I was a baby, I guess I shifted all the time and my parents had to try really hard to hide it. And then when I was a kid, I learned to control it. It took a long time to get the hang of it. It’s a really intense feeling, the urge to shift. When I was in high school, I’d get high to control it better. It makes me so emotionally reactive, as a teenager I was scared that if I got angry, I’d shift right in the middle of class the way I used to do when I was a baby.”
I chuckle. “You were high? That explains a lot.”
“What do you mean?” Cliff asks, a smile on his lips.
“I remember seeing you, always seeming so relaxed. I just thought it was because you were cool. But the pot makes a lot of sense,” I explain, grinning.
Cliff laughs. “Yeah, I can honestly say I don’t remember much of high school because of it. But it got me through, so I’m lucky.”
“I just don’t understand how it’s possible,” I say. As a scientist, I was immediately thrilled by the display. As Cliff’s…partner, I felt proud that he trusted me. But I can’t help picking at it, trying to solve it.
“I don’t know.” He shrugs.
I sigh. I can’t study him like a test subject, even if I wanted to. He’s a human being. “I won’t tell anyone,” I say. “I promise.”
And I mean it. The scientist in me is tempted to set aside the ARF device and just dedicate my time to studying Cliff and this phenomenon. But I could never do such a thing. I’ll take Cliff’s secret to my grave.
“Thank you,” he whispers, smiling at me.
I yawn, the stress of the day finally catching up to me. It feels like it’s been days since we infiltrated the Department of Fish and Game and rigged the lottery. Cliff rakes his eyes over me, sending a shiver through me, my cock throbbing. I suddenly remember that moments before he revealed himself, he gave me the most mind-blowing orgasm I’ve ever had.
As if he can sense the shift in my mindset, Cliff grins mischievously. He takes my hand and pulls me on top of him. I settle on his chest, laying my head over his heart, just listening. It’s a steady beat, calm. His hand drifts over my back and to my ass.
I peer up at him. “You’re definitely an ass man.”
He laughs, a short, happy bark. “Only for your ass.”
Smiling, I tug my shirt over my head and toss it aside. My pants quickly follow, then Cliff and I lie naked beside each other. He trails his hand along my side, from my shoulder to my knee. I shiver under his touch. He’s gentle but possessive. And it sends thrills of anticipation through me.
He leans toward me and I close my eyes as I wait for his kiss. A kiss that never comes. Instead, his lips graze my collarbone, tongue flicking out. I gasp as his tongue swirls over my nipple, then drags slowly down toward my hips. My cock is hard and pulsing with desire as his lips reach it.
He gently kisses the head of my dick and I jolt at the sensation. With a single sweep of his mouth, he takes me in completely, massaging my dick with his tongue. I shudder, gasping for air. My lungs suddenly feel too tight, my body too tense. I clench my hands into fists at my sides and just try to breathe as he pleasures me.
It’s fire, lava and a glacial freeze as his mouth takes me deeper. I feel his throat clenching around my head and moan softly. His eyes flick toward me and he winks at me. He fucking winks at me. I groan, fisting my hands tighter.
Cliff’s hand envelops mine and he pries my fingers apart gently. I try to question him but it comes out as a breathy gasp. Then Cliff’s lips are off me and he leans over, forehead pressed against mine.
“Dale,” he murmurs. “Why are you so tense?”
“I don’t like to be loud,” I admit, cheeks coloring.
“There’s no one here,” he assures me. “It’s just you and me. And it makes me feel good to know that I’m making you feel good.” I bite my lip, my heart fluttering at his words. Before I can speak, he silences me with a kiss. “Just relax.”
Without warning, his mouth slips over my aching cock again, and I know my precum is leaking into his mouth. I move to clench my fists again but his words ring through my head. I relax, letting my hands drift to his hair so I can tangle my fingers in his thick locks. His tongue runs the ridge of my cock and I moan, louder this time.
Again, he takes me deep, sucking rhythmically. I gasp and hear the sound echo over the lake. I clamp my mouth shut but a gentle stroke of Cliff’s fingers over my arms reminds me to do otherwise. I can feel my orgasm building as Cliff pleasures me. His lips ease over me and a thrill courses through me. He sucked me off in his truck a few days ago, but this…this is much more intimate.
This is pleasure. This is ecstasy. This is mind-blowingly sensual.




DALE
A  scream rips through the quiet clearing, the sound singing over the lake. I hardly register that it’s me as my orgasm tears through me. The sound is so unfamiliar, so foreign, I don’t recognize it. I’ve never allowed myself to be so free with another person, particularly not during sex.
But Cliff is dragging it out of me with his tongue, his lips, and his sturdy hands. I release another loud moan into the night as my cum rushes into his mouth. I can feel him swallowing, massaging my dick as he does. My body is out of my control, shivering and trembling.
With each cry, Cliff renews his effort. He speeds up to relieve me or slows down to tease me. And it makes me all the more vocal. Finally, after what feels like hours, my orgasm fades, leaving me panting and shaking on the sand. Cliff lifts himself away and grins ferally at me, obviously pleased with himself. I return the grin and my body feels like it’s floating on a cloud of ecstasy.
He stretches out beside me, his fingers drifting over my chest. I can’t believe I’m here with Cliff Taylor. It seems impossible to wrap my mind around it. In high school, I used to fantasize about spending the night with Cliff. In my fantasies, he would sneak into my room, or he would pick me up in his truck and we would sleep in the back under the stars. This is so much better. It’s almost too good to be true.
I roll onto my side, facing him, and our hands intertwine. His cock is still as hard as an iron pipe, but he isn’t pushing me to finish him off. I don’t feel any pressure at all from him. I can appreciate that in a partner.
He pecks the tip of my nose and sighs happily. I match it. If it weren’t for the ARF device, I don’t know if I would be here with Cliff. It’s instruction and analysis gave me the confidence to move forward. Without that, chances are good I wouldn’t have approached him in the coffee shop or been able to charm him. There’s something about Cliff Taylor that’s always filled me with trepidation. I thought I grew out of my insecurities after high school, but whenever Cliff crossed my mind, I was taken back to the day he rejected me so coldly. With the device, I felt more comfortable approaching him and being with him. More like myself.
My creation will change the world, I know that. And when its patented and on the market, I’ll be a billionaire in the next two years. That’s how powerful the device is. Of course, it will also inherently change the way we date. Everyone will wonder if everyone else has one, they’ll worry about being their most authentic self. And when I reveal my invention, Cliff will probably suspect that I used it. So I have to come clean. Or let Cliff go as a casualty.
He pulls me from my thoughts with a pinch to my ass. I yelp and eye him ruefully.
He grins unapologetically. “You’re always up there you know.” He pokes my forehead. “Lost in that brain.”
“Not lost,” I say, playfully swatting his hand away.
“What are you thinking about? Dare I hope that it’s me?” He draws me closer to him until I can feel his erection against my sandy thighs.
“You may,” I tease.
Cliff kisses me then, a long, slow, torturous kiss that has me hard all over again. He smiles as he feels my cock brush up against his leg. He doesn’t comment on it, but the way he teases me with his tongue assures me that he most certainly knows.
I ease into his arms, fingers curling against his chest, grazing his soft chest hair. Our lips move as one, our breath coming faster and faster in the same rhythm. He tugs at my bottom lip with his teeth, a sharp thrill of pain shoots through me. It’s the kind of pain that doubles as pleasure, the kind that makes you feel alive.
He moves my hand to his cock, and I feel the hot stickiness of precum grazing his head. I feel an intense need for Cliff, a desperation I’ve never felt before. I play my fingers over his balls as I pump his cock. His breath hitches and he starts to rock against me. I open my eyes for a moment to peek at his face. His lips are parted, his tongue raking over them, and his eyes are rolled back into his head. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.
Suddenly, his eyes snap open and clarity returns to his face. He gazes at me with an expression I can’t identify. A fire in his eyes, a wicked gleam. And I know I’m fucked.




CLIFF
F uck. Fuck.
I arch my back, toes curling as Dale’s hand pumps my cock. Waves of pleasure are drifting through my body. Impossibly, I feel both at peace and wild. I need him. I can’t hold back any longer. I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want Dale right now.
Swiftly, I lurch away from him, panting. He eyes me with confusion as I leap up. But when I wrench him to his feet and drag him toward the tree line I can smell the arousal on him. I inhale deeply—I fucking love that smell.
We reach the trees and I sweep him around until he’s in front of me. As gently as I can with this wildness in me, I press him against a tree and as I put pressure on his back, he bends over obediently. Dale braces his hands on the tree and glances at me over his shoulder. He looks so sexy like that, like he’s ready for me. That he wants it.
I grip his hips and position myself behind him, making sure he’s ready for me. Then with a grunt, I thrust into him. Stars explode across my vision at the sensation of his ass clenched around my dick. He groans with pleasure, and I can see him biting his lip.
“Don’t be shy,” I growl.
I slip my cock back until I’m almost out of him. I wait there, teasing him, thrusting shallowly. “Cliff,” he groans. “Please.”
I smile wickedly. That’s what I like to hear. I appease him, pumping completely into him until he’s gasping. He moans loudly, biting down on his own arm to muffle the sound. A laugh rumbles from my chest as he curses under his breath. And then I’m even harder, thrusting deeper when I see his free hand wrapped around his cock. We match our rhythms, our bodies grinding together.
Pleasure weaves through me, slowly making its way up my body and down to the tips of my toes. My wolf is practically purring as I fuck him, as I claim him. A roar shatters out of Dale as his climax claims him. His cum pours out of him and over the forest floor, coating his hand.
The sight of it has me on the precipice. I try to drag out his orgasm, taking him slowly but deeply. But he turns to look at me over his shoulder and the sight of his face does me in. It’s his half-lidded eyes, the keen on his lips that sends my wolf and I careening into our orgasm again. It shakes me to my very core. My entire body is straining against him as I empty myself into him.
He takes everything I give him with a moan, his cheeks flushed lightly. And I give him everything. I bellow his name into the forest and howl at the moon. I don’t stop thrusting until I’m drained, and the orgasm is slipping away.
When I slip out of him, Dale rises from his stooped position on shaky feet. He laughs breathlessly as we survey each other, both coated in cum. As he smiles at me so sincerely, so pleased, I feel my heart swell in my chest. It’s an intense feeling I have for him. I’ve never had that kind of mind-numbing, toe-curling orgasm with any man before. Dale is truly special.
We head to the lake together, sinking into the chilly water to wash ourselves off. I run my hand the length of his body, cleaning him with clear, cool water. He relaxes into me, letting me clean him. This type of intimacy is entirely new to me. My wolf and I settle naturally into the role. This is what a mate would do, so it’s what I’ll do.
“Tired?” I murmur as he yawns.
He nods sleepily, sinking back against me. Gently, I wrap my arm around him and guide him back to our campsite. I towel him off, trying to resist the urge to slip my mouth around his cock again. He needs to rest. A bout with a shifter can leave a normal human drained. So I dry him quickly and settle him into the tent.
The sleeping bag easily fits two, and he crawls inside clumsily. I resist the urge to snort—he probably hasn’t slept in a sleeping bag in years, and of course, he’s exhausted. When he’s settled, I slip in beside him and zip the tent closed.
Dale snuggles against me and sleep quickly takes him. I feel a surge of happiness as Dale snores softly beside me, his body nuzzled against mine. I press my lips against his forehead, inhaling his musky scent.
“Tomorrow, you can meet the most important family in my life,” I whisper. “I’ll take you to meet the pups.”
As if he can hear me even in his deep sleep, Dale mumbles his agreement. I chuckle, wrapping an arm around him and tucking him into the crook of my shoulder. It’s perfection, being here with Dale.
I wish it could be like this forever.




DALE
I  wake up next to a heater. When I open my eyes, I find Cliff already awake beside me, as hot as hell. Literally. “You’re too hot,” I groan, kicking my feet pathetically.
He snorts, glancing away from the book he’s reading to peer at me. “Thanks.”
“No, why are you like a heater?” I complain, rolling away from him.
The sleeping bag is surprisingly roomy. I don’t remember getting into it last night, but I do remember Cliff promising to take me to meet the wolf pups. He seems relaxed now, content to read in the morning light glowing through the tent walls.
“Probably my metabolism,” he guesses, turning back to his book. “Good morning, by the way.”
I settle, cooler now. “Good morning,” I say, somehow feeling a little shy.
He smiles at me and rolls closer to kiss my forehead. Last night was amazing. The sex was unbelievable and utterly exhausting. But sharing a bed with Cliff was better. I was asleep, yes, but the intimacy, the promise of a future, that’s priceless.
With a sigh, Cliff bookmarks his place. “You ready for breakfast?”
I nod. “After that, are we going to see the pups?”
“Yep.” He grins. “Come on, I’ll start breakfast while you get dressed.”
I realize then that I’m still completely naked and my morning wood is on full display. I blush, but he merely strokes my cheek with a finger. Cliff is so tender. I lie back as he crawls out of the tent and into the warm morning air. He tosses my clothes back in after shaking them free of any sand.
He busies himself around the stove while I tug my clothes on. I smell like lake water, but it’s a fresh scent and makes me feel at one with nature. When I’m dressed, I quickly dismantle the tent as he finishes breakfast. Cliff slaps my ass jokingly whenever I pass by, which sends me into fits of laughter.
We eat quickly, a simple breakfast of oatmeal and fruit. Then, we’re back in his truck, heading deeper into the woods. I look back at the lake, our place. We’ve claimed it, Cliff and me. He catches my gaze.
“We’ll go again,” he says, squeezing my knee. “In the winter, the lake freezes over and we can go ice fishing.”
I make a face. “Sounds cold.”
“Don’t forget, personal furnace over here.” He gestures to himself.
I laugh. “I don’t know how I’ll manage to sleep with you every night when you’re burning up like that.”
I clamp my mouth shut as I realize I assumed he and I would spend our nights together now. It was presumptuous of me, and more than a little embarrassing. Now would be a great time to use the ARF device, if it wasn’t still dead, to smooth over my slip.
I’m not the type to make assumptions about a relationship as new as ours. But something about Cliff fills me with certainty that we have the promise of a future. I don’t know if he feels the same. It could be nothing more than a summer love. Because, after all, I plan on returning to Silicon Valley after this, and I can’t ask Cliff to come.
He cocks a brow at me. “I’m sure you’ll manage in the summer and be thanking me in the winter,” he says, smiling.
I let loose a breath at his response. It’s not just me then. Cliff is thinking of the future too. The thought sends a rush of happiness through me, the kind of happiness that sets me completely at ease. I still plan to return to Silicon Valley once the summer is over, but maybe those plans will change. All I know is I want to be with Cliff as long as I can.
But for the first time since we met in that coffee shop, I feel disconnected from him. The silence becomes awkward, I don’t know what to say. I’m happy that he’s thinking of the future, but without the ARF device, I don’t have a snappy retort or sweet response. I wrack my brain, trying to think of something to say. But I fall short.
“So, how far away do these wolves live?” I finally ask, watching the forest thicken around us.
“We’ll have to walk the rest of the way once this road ends, which is coming up,” he says.
I nod in understanding. Soon enough, the road ends in a cluster of trees. Cliff pulls the truck off to the side of the road and slips out. I follow him, meeting him in front of the truck. He takes my hand in his like it’s the most natural thing in the world and heads into the trees. I stare up at the canopy of leaves. With the blue sky above us and the pine needles swimming in my vision, I feel something like vertigo.
“The trees are massive,” I murmur, mostly to myself.
He leads me across the mossy ground. “This is untouched wilderness. Watch your step here.”
I clamber over a fallen tree limb, my shoes slipping on the wet bark. But Cliff steadies me, and soon, we’re making good progress through the woods. I feel so utterly at peace out here. It’s silent beyond the sounds of birds and the trickling of water nearby. I can understand why Cliff chose to be a wildlife photographer and spend his days and nights out here.
Suddenly, I see a large gorge in the earth ahead of us. Cliff halts me with a hand on my chest. “They live down there. I’m going to go greet them, you wait here,” he says, looking me directly in the eyes.
I nod and watch as he shifts in front of me. The man disappears in seconds, replaced quickly by a dark-furred wolf loping toward the gorge. He shifts so quickly, so seamlessly, it’s almost difficult for me to catch the changes before its finished. But I saw the way his legs bent and doubled over, and his hands grew long, thick claws. It’s a little frightening, but it’s also magnificent.
Within minutes, I can hear gentle yipping echoing from the gorge. The sound is followed by a loud growl, a dangerous warning from a mother to another wolf. Then Cliff’s furry head is peeking out of the gorge. He swings his chin.
“Okay,” I call, heading toward him.
I stumble a few times over rocks and sticks on the forest floor, but I make it to the bottom of the gorge without incident. Cliff is waiting for me, his tail swishing languidly from side to side. I can’t help myself, I rub a hand on his head, ruffling his fur. He huffs appreciatively and shifts back to his human form.
Surprisingly his clothes are intact. “How did you do that?” I ask, sweeping a hand toward him.
He shrugs. “If I maintain enough focus during the shift, I can change without shredding my clothes. Don’t ask me how. Here, the pups are over here.”
“Uh, Cliff, what do I do?” I ask nervously. I’ve never seen a wolf outside the zoo. I’m not sure how to act to be perceived as non-threatening, especially if there are pups involved.
Cliff takes my hand, leading me closer to the sounds of soft barking. “Don’t look into the mother’s eyes. Let her sniff you and don’t make any moves toward the pups until she turns her back on you. That means she trusts you.”
“Okay, I can do that,” I say, mostly to myself.
Suddenly, the wolves come into view. And I lose my breath. They’re magnificent and awe-inspiring. Even the pups, which are less than half Cliff’s size as a wolf, make me gasp. The mother is another thing entirely. Coated in silver and white fur, she turns her intelligent eyes on us. Snarling softly, she trots toward us and circles aggressively.
Cliff squeezes my hand as if to comfort me. The mother stops directly in front of me and tentatively leans closer to sniff my legs, hands, and groin. Satisfied, she snorts. Her eyes swing between Cliff and I, as if gauging our relationship. And then, miraculously, she sashays away, her back to me.
I let go a deep breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Cliff smiles encouragingly and leads me to the wolf pups. They react wildly when they see him, loping toward him on paws they haven’t grown into yet. I can’t help but laugh as they leap on him, yipping happily.
It’s a sight that could melt the heart of even the coldest man. Cliff topples under their weight, they must weigh hundreds of pounds together, and gathers them up in his arms. They nip at him playfully and swat at him with harmless paws. I watch in awe as he wrestles them and kisses the tops of their furry heads.
One of the pups breaks away from the group and trots toward me confidently. He sniffs my shoe and then dances away warily. I wait, I’m a new scent for him. Slowly, he closes in on me again, sniffing as if his life depended on it. And then, as if deciding that I’m a bore, he turns his nose up at me.
I gape, scoffing in disbelief. Cliff turns to me and watches the wolf pup saunter away. “That’s Lotto,” he says, laughing. “He’s got a big attitude.”
“I can tell,” I say, leaning back against a nearby boulder.
The mother watches from her perch on a fallen tree trunk as Cliff plays with the pups and I watch. Her eyes are alert and keen. I know she sees everything in this gorge. Easily, Cliff starts moving the play in my direction, gently nudging the wolf pups toward me without them noticing until they’re right at my feet. As one of the pups stumbles over my boots, he pivots around, snarling adorably. And then he’s on my leg, his sharp teeth lightly nibbling at my pants.
I laugh in surprise as the pup bats at my leg, his face fierce. Cliff manages to lift him off me before he can do any real damage. He sends the pups away, shooing them with pats on their rear ends. He turns to me, the corners of his eyes wrinkling as he smiles. He waits for me to speak, smiling expectantly. But no words come to mind. I freeze like a deer in headlights.
Finally, he speaks. “So, what did you think?”
“They’re amazing,” I say. “I had no idea they would be so friendly.”
He nods, satisfied. “They really are amazing.”
“You’re like one of them,” I say.
“Well, I’ve known them since they were just little balls of fur,” he says, crossing his arms.
And again, I can’t find the words. I stare awkwardly at the wolf pups trotting away. The mother leads them into the forest, presumably to hunt. Cliff is watching me, a wariness to his eyes that immediately sets me on edge. I shift uncomfortably under his gaze. Last night was perfect, and I thought this morning was off to a great start. But I’m stuck in my head. This is not going well.

Cliff
WHAT THE HELL is going on? I think as I watch Dale avoid my gaze.
He’s quiet this morning. We’ve hardly spoken since we had breakfast. It’s as if he’s completely lost interest in me since last night. I sigh, leaning back against the boulder beside him. This isn’t surprising, although I guess a little unexpected with Dale. I had really high hopes. At this rate, they’re fading fast.
I’m not the type to put off having sex with a man, but I’m starting to wonder if maybe I should have. Typically, the men I date lose interest after the first few fucks. I didn’t want that to happen with Dale. I wanted the opposite.
But here we are, sitting awkwardly beside each other during a moment that should have been one of our best. I mean, for fuck’s sake, I just introduced him to my little pack. We should be bonding right now, closer than ever. And yet Dale has distanced himself from me. Literally, he’s edging away.
It occurs to me that I might have frightened Dale. I may have jumped the gun by revealing my wolf to him, and then by showing him my pack. I thought Dale had handled it well last night, but maybe I was wrong. It’s a lot to take in, of course, I know that. But…it just seemed like the right time.
I’ve never revealed my wolf self to anyone besides my parents. Last night was the first time I felt like I could trust someone as completely as I trust Dale. And entrust him with my deepest secret. To face the fear of rejection. When I was young, it didn’t bother me to hide my secret. But now that I want to be in a serious relationship, it’s a fear that’s always plagued me when I date.
I should have held off, I should have waited to take him to the lake. Because now I’m losing him before I even had him. He’s a different person now, lost. I miss the Dale I knew before I took those giant leaps and screwed myself over. I should have waited.




DALE
I  feel anxious, my stomach a mess of twisted knots. Cliff has fallen silent, brooding, and I’m no help. I’m too anxious to ask him about it and too lost to think of more interesting conversation. The only sound in the forest around us is the birds overhead.
I want to pound my fist on the ground as my anxiety boils toward frustration with myself. Cliff is probably wondering why I’ve changed and is blaming it on his shifting or on the sex. But the problem isn’t him, it’s just me. Me and my inability to communicate how I feel, coupled with my feelings for Cliff. We’ve come so far and now we’re losing ground. A lot of ground.
I wish I had the ARF device.
“Should we head back then?” Cliff asks, breaking the silence between us.
“Sure,” I say, trying to sound chipper.
He isn’t fazed, his eyes remaining dark and stormy. He walks two steps ahead of me. As I trail behind him, I keep an eye on his stiff back and I catch the tension in his shoulders. I messed it all up.
We don’t speak as we trek to the truck, and then we hardly speak when we drive back through the mountains to town. When Cliff isn’t looking, I manage to slip the ARF device from the glove box and into my pocket. Finding the device would only make this situation worse. I have to look stalwartly out the window or else I’ll simply stare at him for the entire ride.
So I keep my gaze focused on the landscape and he keeps his eyes trained ahead. Soft music plays over the speakers, thank God. This is not the way I imagined this morning. And I know it’s my fault. All of it. I want to say something but I don’t know what. I may have relied on the ARF device too much, made it my crutch. Maybe it’s not a billion-dollar invention, maybe it’s not worth its salt.
The truth is, I wouldn’t have gotten this close to Cliff without the device. This morning has made that abundantly clear. He’s sexy, charming, mysterious, and a genuinely nice man. All the things that endeared me to him when I was younger, watching him in high school. And on top of that, he’s an actual wolf. Somehow, that animalistic side of him makes him even sexier, if that’s possible.
He’s out of my league, way out of my league. I played my hand, I tested the device, and I had a good go of it. But maybe this is the end. I’ve seen just how successful it can be—do I really need to stick around? I sigh, considering the situation. Cliff was just a test, a test I got too emotionally invested in. And that’s my own damn fault for trying it out on my first love. Idiot.
“You okay?” Cliff asks, and even though his voice is tight with tension, I sense genuine concern.
“I’m okay,” I say without looking at him. I can’t tell him that I feel like I’ve just come crashing back to earth after circling the moon.
He doesn’t respond, silence surrounds us again, broken only by the deep twang of Johnny Cash.
I will keep the tie that binds us
And I’ll never let it break
‘Cause I love you.
My heart twists in my chest as Cliff taps his fingers along to the beat of Cash’s strumming. The thought of leaving and ending things with Cliff is painful, almost impossible to consider. But I don’t think I can come back from this kind of a flop without revealing what was really going on. And when he finds out that the device fed me all those lines and instructions, he’ll think I’m a liar. And I guess in a way, I am one. I would’ve said all the things it told me to anyway, but I said them at the right time with confidence. And that’s not me at all.
We pull into town and I imagine I hear Cliff breathe a sigh of relief. Then, the Cocoa Peak comes into view. Cliff parks along the side of the road and then reluctantly meets my gaze. “I’ll just drop you off here,” he says.
“My car is still down the road, so that’s fine,” I say, opening the door.
He clears his throat. “Dale, I just want you to know that I won’t forget last night. It was incredible. And if you want, we can forget…this.” He pauses, gesturing back and forth between us. “Forget this tension and maybe try again.”
I bite my lip. I want that, more than anything, I’d try a million times over with Cliff to make things perfect. The question is, do I deserve him?
“Let’s forget about it then,” I say, forcing a smile.
He nods, relieved. “That’s great. I’ll see you later then, Dale.”
And with that, he peels away from the curb and heads straight back out of town again. I sag against the log walls of the Cocoa Peak. I said we could forget about it, but I know I won’t. I know every time I’m with him, I’ll have to rely on this device to bring back that easy comfort and familiarity between us. Cliff deserves more than that. But I wasn’t about to tell him otherwise, that would just hurt him more.
I head into the Cocoa Peak, my entire body aching for an extra-large, extra-caffeinated coffee. I’m a mess. And I need to sort out the situation between us. Which means lots of coffee, to-go of course, and lots of giant breakfast muffins. And time alone.




CLIFF
I  just dropped Dale off at the Cocoa Peak. I couldn’t let him leave without bringing up the tension between us. The ride back from the mountains, almost two hours long, was awkward and nerve-wracking. So when he moved to get out of my truck, I knew I had to say something. I don’t know if it was the right thing but it’s what I wanted to do. My brain said let him go, let it work itself out, and my heart said to make a move.
Guess which one I followed.
He’d agreed, so that was a good sign. But the smile on his face was forced, unnatural, and sad. I’d sniffed him then, scented him. And I couldn’t smell anything beyond the faint smell of lake water and pine. But I’d picked up a plastic scent, something like technology. I shake my head—I’m overthinking this.
Best case scenario, Dale was just nervous after spending our first night together. Worst case scenario, Dale has lost interest and will disappear shortly. Suddenly, my thoughts flash back to the market a few days ago, to the girls who dragged me into their conversation about online dating.
I purse my lips, hands tight on the wheel. No, Dale and I hadn’t met online, but I guess I didn’t know that much about him. Maybe I should search for him online, do a little digging. I feel a wash of guilt as the thought strikes me but I shove it aside. I’m not doubting him. Or being a stalker.
My mind made up, I turn my truck back around and head to the local library. It’s a small building a few blocks from the Cocoa Peak. It’s tucked between two taller buildings, situated beside a park. I haven’t been inside in years, not since I first researched wildlife photography.
Inside, the air conditioner is on full blast and it’s as silent as a church. The librarian eyes me suspiciously as I stride between the aisles to the computers. Maybe I look a bit like a troublemaker. I’ve got the search engine pulled up in seconds. Dale Weitz, I type.
After browsing through a few Facebook suggestions, I find a link to his employee page at the Bernard Frankenheimer Center for Interdisciplinary Research of Human Attraction. The name is a mouthful, and my attention is caught by the last two words: human attraction.
At the top of the page, is Dale’s employee picture. It’s a nice portrait of him at work, a computer with blurry code behind him. He’s smiling broadly, his hair a mess. I catch myself smiling at his picture and I’m reminded how much I really like him. He means a lot to me.
I scroll down, reading his biography.
Dale Weitz, MS, came to the Bernard Frankenheimer center for Interdisciplinary Research into Human Attraction from the California Institute of Technology. Weitz has spearheaded numerous successful projects. Currently, Weitz is devoting his skills to research into computer algorithms capable of interpreting and predicting body language. Most notably, his creation and development of the Automatic Response to Flirtation Device has Weitz on the short list of nominees for the...
I read more about the device and its ability to read human body language, even DNA and heart rates, to give the user advice on what to say and do. My heart is sinking in my chest but at the same time, my temper is flaring. Dale used this flirtation predictor on me. That explains the strange technological smell he has on him all the time, and maybe why he struggled to relate to me this morning.
He got me with a fucking computer. Is anything he told me true? Or was it all a lie he fed me using the analysis of his little device? I curl my hands into fists in my lap as the shift attempts to surge through me. I can feel hair sprouting on my hands and my nails pricking my skin. I have to get a grip.
Slowly, I take deep breaths, holding each breath before exhaling for a few seconds. The red haze over my vision recedes and my hands return to normal. I have control, I remind myself. I have control and everything will be alright.
Somehow though, I doubt it will be. Because I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Dale leave here thinking he’s won and that he just pulled the wool over my eyes. Not gonna happen. I close the webpage and stalk out of the library, shooting a glare toward the elderly woman behind the desk.
I have to talk to Dale. I have to find out the truth. I hope, desperately, that he wasn’t using the device on me. I hope it’s just a strange coincidence and that Dale really opened up to me. I hope he was the man I opened up to. “Damn it,” I curse. I slam my open palm against the steering wheel. I showed him my shifting, I showed him everything. And he was playing me like a fiddle the whole time.
I even fucking considered that we might be mates. What a joke. I tear out of the parking lot and speed toward Dale’s house. I don’t care that I’m driving like a maniac through town or going twenty over the limit on the highway to his house. I need to set the record straight.
And he’d better not be using that computer when I get there.




DALE
T  wo empty coffee cups are scattered on my desk and I’m drinking a third. The ARF device is in front of me, pried open with my very tiny screwdriver. I take a long sip of the coffee. I can already feel the headache blossoming at the back of my skull from the caffeine. Great idea, Dale, I chide myself. Make yourself sick. That’ll help you figure out this mess.
The device is charging but I think I need to make a few changes. My experience with Cliff has shown me that users of this tech can’t rely on it so heavily or else everything will be too artificial. I need to find a way to let the personality of the user shine through. So I’ve got the hard drive open in front of me and the code pulled up on my laptop.
It’ll be a long day, but I’m glad I have something to occupy myself. The last thing I want is to be distracted with thoughts of Cliff. My coffee is empty again. I toss it aside, wishing I’d bought a fourth. I turn to my code, erasing part of a line so I can replace it with something with a little more finesse.
Suddenly, there’s a soft knock at the door and Michael pokes his head in. “Hey, Dale,” he says.
I don’t turn away from my laptop. “You don’t have to knock, you know. This is technically your room too,” I say as I type in new code.
He laughs. “Right. Hey, Cliff is downstairs. He wants to see you,” he says the last part with a little sing-song in his voice, a hint that he knows why I didn’t come home last night.
I resist the urge to groan. I don’t know if I can face Cliff right now. The coffee has me hyped up, my head pounding, and I’m feeling guilty enough as it is. But maybe he’s come with good news on the lottery, or he wants to invite me to dinner. So I stand, popping my neck, and head down stairs.
From the landing at the top of the stairs, I can see him in the foyer, and I can almost feel the rage emanating from him. I have to pinch myself to stop from bolting back to my room. Hesitantly, I trot down the stairs toward him. He turns to me, nostrils flaring.
Wordlessly, and with a tight jerk of his head, he goes out to the porch. I take a deep breath, bracing myself for what’s inevitably about to be our first fight. Outside, I close the door behind me, so my parents won’t hear whatever is about to happen. He’s standing on the corner of the porch, leaning against the railing.
Somehow, he’s even sexier when he’s angry. I shake my head, trying to clear it. Now is not the right time, I need to focus. He eyes me coldly. I feel winded under his narrowed gaze. He says nothing, arms crossed tightly over his chest. I shift my weight from foot to foot awkwardly.
“What’s going on, Cliff?” I ask, desperately hoping it has nothing to do with me.
“I know about the ARF device,” Cliff says, his voice laced with anger.
Oh, I was fucking wrong.
I inhale sharply through my teeth. “Okay,” I say simply. I don’t know what else to say. Should I apologize? Should I feign ignorance? I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do. And how the hell does he know?
“How dare you test that machine out on me,” he hisses, finally turning to face me. “You think you can just come out here and toy with my emotions like that?”
“Cliff, it was never about that,” I say, my brows furrowing. “It wasn’t to toy with you—I had to be sure it worked.”
“Oh, it fucking worked, didn’t it? I slept with you!” he roars, stabbing a finger in the air toward me. “I showed you those pups. And for what? A lie? You lied to me!”
“Oh, God,” I sigh, dragging a hand through my mussed hair. I feel like shit.
“You’re a damn liar. A heartless man.”
I can feel I’m on the verge of tears but I tamp them down. “No, it wasn’t a lie.” I move to stop him from storming away. “None of it was a lie. Everything I said was true, how I really felt was not a lie. The device, it just tells me things like ‘target would benefit from comfort.’”
“Target?” His voice drops low. Dangerously low. “Real personal, Dale. I’m surprised you aren’t a robot.”
I take a deep breath as I try to calm down. “It’s a machine, Cliff. A machine that someday thousands, maybe millions of people will use. It has to say target.”
He rolls his eyes. “That’s not the point, Dale. You used me. And you used me in the worst way.”
“Everyone uses people!” I shout. “You used me for the damn hunting license, didn’t you? That’s what people do, even people in love. We use each other to fill ourselves up with whatever we’re missing, whether or not that’s love and affection or a damn invention!”
“You might be such a cynic, Dale, but I’m not. And anyone who’s ever truly been in love wouldn’t think like that. But you’ve never been in love with anyone or anything, not even yourself. And I…I don’t want anything to do with you or anyone like you.” He strides away from me and then stops, turning on me. “You don’t understand anything that isn’t computer code or an image on a computer screen, Dale. You think people and things, and nature, are just there to be used. You’re wrong.”
I clutch at my head and groan with frustration. “Just stop! You use people all the time. You used me. You used Kate. You even use those pups to substitute for any real human connection.”
“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” he snarls. “And if you tell anyone about those pups or their location, I’ll kill you.”
He shoves past me, tearing down the drive. I whirl on him, chasing him down the steps. I can feel my own anger flaring at his attack. Upset I can understand, feeling manipulated I can understand. But why does he have to make it so personal? I feel like I’m in high school again. And it’s the day after he kissed me on the field. And I’m no better than the gum on the bottom of his shoes.
“Fuck you, Cliff,” I yell, my voice cracking with emotion. “You haven’t changed at all! You’re the same stupid, cruel boy you were in high school.”
“Grow up, Dale. This is real life,” he says over his shoulder, a mean gleam in his eyes.
My heart cracks in my chest as he swings into his truck and roars away, leaving me behind in a spray of dirt and gravel. My legs are shaky, my knees weak, and I’m surprised I don’t fall to the ground right there. I want to scream. I want to chase after him and make him understand that I didn’t mean to hurt him. That my feelings were real.
But he’s gone. Out of my life for good now. Holding back the tears that are threatening to spill, I tread back inside and up to my room without looking at my parents or Michael, who are all waiting in the hall. My mom reaches out to brush a comforting hand over my shoulder. Even Michael tries to help, patting me awkwardly on the back.
I keep my eyes trained on the ground and slump off to my room. I lock the door. Michael will be fine without the room for a while. My eyes fall on the ARF device and my laptop. And I have the sudden urge to crush the device under my fist and throw my laptop against the wall.
With a sniffle, I slide to the ground, back against the door. And I let the first tears fall. Just like the night after we first kissed, after he rejected me. I cried in this very spot, quietly so as not to disturb my parents. Only this time the heartbreak is rawer than anything I’ve ever felt before.




CLIFF
M y knuckles are white, and my jaw is aching from being clenched for so long. The anger I felt toward Dale was amplified ten-fold when I smelled him up on the landing. That same computer smell and freshwater scent. He hadn’t showered yet, but the smell of plastic and metal was stronger on him than before. I knew he was up there with that device.
So I tore into him, not caring that his parents inside probably heard every damn word. Dale deserved it. He deserved their judgement as much as he deserved my rage. Confronting him about the ARF device hadn’t gone as planned. I imagined that he would apologize, that he’d come clean and accept responsibility. But he didn’t. He made excuses, he had the nerve to call me a target.
When I imagine him with me, that little device in his head, chirping out advice, I want to puke. How could I not have known? Anger surges through me anew and I squeeze the steering wheel tighter. Painfully tight.
I swerve wildly onto the highway, accelerating quickly. If there are any policemen nearby, they’ll have me on their radar immediately. But I don’t care. All I care about is the fact that Dale betrayed me. He betrayed me with no remorse. I scoff. There was probably a reason I didn’t remember Dale from high school A reason I never associated with him.
I just want to go home now. To get to my cabin and rage where I know I won’t hurt anyone. The wolf within me is howling his rage, pacing back and forth furiously. I’m lucky I didn’t shift right there on Dale’s porch while we were fighting. If I had, I would’ve revealed myself to his family, but I might have hurt him as well. The prospect sends a sharp pain through my chest. But then the anger floods through me and overwhelms me once more.
He had the nerve to turn it back on me and accuse me of ulterior motives for being with him. The computer programmer thing was just a perk, a stroke of good luck from the universe sending good karma my way. I thought he helped me because he wanted to. It was probably that machine that told him I would fall faster for him if he helped.
Using people for love. What a joke. An offense. And if he ever does say anything about those pups, I wasn’t bluffing. I will murder him. That man isn’t my mate, he’s a stranger. A cruel stranger.
My heart clenches tightly in my chest as I consider the whole mates thing. I had truly thought he was mine. With no shifter friends or relatives to guide me through this life, I could only guess at many of the things related to being a shifter. Well, guess and use the internet. I’m not sure what makes someone a mate, but I assumed it was love. That undeniable love and attraction that Dale and I shared. Until he betrayed me.
The silence is overpowering, and it’s dragging me back into the fight, inviting me to relive it. I stab the radio button, turning it on and letting more Johnny Cash fill the cab. Earlier, driving back from the woods, Cause I Love You was playing and it inspired me to ask Dale for a fresh start. Now, I feel myself harboring a personal grudge against one of the greatest singers to ever grace the radio.
The DJ is talking, chattering away about the weather and tourist season coming to a close soon. But then he mentions an announcement from the Department of Fish and Game regarding the lottery. This is it, I think, turning it up.
“The Department of Fish and Game announced this morning that due to a sudden influx of last-minute applications for hunting licenses, they will be extending the deadline for the lottery another day. And now, Shania Twain with…”
“Fuck!” I shout, slamming my fist on the dashboard.
Dale had explained to me that the virus for the lottery was in the system, we just had to wait for them to start the process. But if they postpone it, it could jeopardize my name being pulled because the equation was set to run through on the date of the lottery and no later. I grind my teeth, conflicting emotions washing through me.
Rage toward Dale and the lottery, fear for my wolf pups and their mother, and a bone-deep sadness. Life was not going my way. The universe had sent me hell instead of good karma. I can only hope and pray the virus will work even though the Department of Fish and Game screwed me over. Only time will tell.
I consider returning to Dale and asking him to help me again, even pressuring him. I could threaten him if I needed to. But the thought of facing him again, much less asking him for help, makes my stomach turn. Maybe it’s my pride, but I can’t put myself in a position like that. Whatever I do next, I’ll have to do myself. For the sake of my pride and my pack.




DALE
I t’s been a day since Cliff came to my house and confronted me about the ARF device. I haven’t touched it since. It’s still sitting open on my desk and collecting dust. Michael stayed the night in my parent’s room—he and my parents have been giving me a lot of space since Cliff and I fought. It’s been good to have a little space, but also embarrassing. I know they heard everything. I worry that they think Cliff is right, that I’m nothing but a liar.
I roll onto my back in my bed, staring up at the boards above me. I feel like I haven’t left this spot in years even though it’s only been a day. An entire day of moping in my twin-size bed like I did as a teenager. But so what. I inspect my nails. It’s not like I have anything better to do.
Suddenly, the door to my room slams open, making me jump in surprise. My mom is in the doorway, a stern expression on her face, hands on her hips. Here comes a lecture. I groan and roll my head away from her, hoping she’ll leave. But I hear her footsteps approach, then the bed sinks slightly as she sits.
“Dale,” she says. “Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic?”
Yes. “No,” I say, frowning. “I’m just taking a break. What’s wrong with that?”
“A break that comes right after you and Cliff broke up? What a coincidence.”
“Mom.” I roll my eyes. “We were never officially dating.”
“That’s not what it looked like to me,” she tuts. “You have got to get out of this bed. For goodness sake, you’ve been eating in here, Dale. Have you even gotten up to use the restroom?”
I grimace at her, offended. “Of course I have. I’m not disgusting.”
“Then surely you can get up to do more than that. It stinks in here.”
“Mom,” I groan. “Please, leave me alone.”
“Absolutely not. You have chores to do for me,” she says sternly.
“Mom, I’m a grown man.”
“You aren’t acting like it,” she chides.
With a groan of frustration, I roll over and up into a sitting position. “What do you want me to do?” I ask, dreading her answer.
“Go to Kate’s coffee shop and pick us up one of her bags of ground cocoa beans and a black coffee for your father,” she says. I catch her smiling to herself, pleased to have gotten me up.
I bend down and give her a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom,” I say.
I’ve been acting like a child. I felt like a child. Useless. Hurt. Scared to face Cliff again. But my mom is right, I can’t just stay in here forever. And it does stink. I take a quick shower, trying not to think of Cliff, then dress hurriedly.
In less than a half hour, I’m back in town, heading to Kate’s coffee shop. She’ll probably be working today but I almost hope she isn’t. I know the instant she sees me, she’ll know something’s up, and I don’t want to talk about it.
Her coffee shop is empty, a little less stylish than the Cocoa Peak, but she brews a good cup. Kate is behind the counter, going through the till. She doesn’t look up when I enter, calling out a greeting.
“Hey Kate,” I say, trying to hide the sorrow in my voice.
She looks up, and her eyes brighten as she registers it’s me. “Dale. How’s it going?”
I shrug one shoulder. “Good.”
“What can I get you?” she asks, pursing her lips at my clipped response.
“I’ll take a black coffee and a bag of your ground cocoa beans. I guess my mom is a big fan. And I’ll have an Irish coffee, a big one.”
She cocks a brow at me as she busies herself behind the counter. “Rough day already?”
“More like rough two days,” I sigh, accepting the drinks from her.
She quickly grabs herself a mug and sweeps around the counter. “Come sit with me and tell your best friend all about it.”
I grimace but follow her to a nearby table. The Irish coffee is hot, and damn, it’s good. “Nothing much going on,” I say. “I think I’m going to head back to Silicon Valley soon.”
“Early?” she asks. “Why?”
“I keep thinking about my work. I think that’s a sign I should go back and finish it up before the stress catches up to me,” I lie.
“It looks like it’s already caught you. You look like shit,” she says, but a warm smile plays on her lips.
I laugh. “Thanks.”
“And this has nothing to do with Cliff?” she asks, speaking slowly as if she’s hesitant to say the words.
I purse my lips. “Well, we’re definitely not soulmates. And I have him out of my system now.”
“Well, at least you have some closure now, right?” she says, a sad tone to her voice. “Some people never get that.”
I wonder if I feel like I really have closure and realize I don’t. I feel like things between Cliff and I are unfinished, too much left unsaid. I never got a chance to tell him that it might have started as revenge and a simple experiment, but for me it was so much more than that. “That sucks,” I say, and I mean it.
She shrugs her shoulders. “I never told you this, but when I was in high school there was this guy…he was smart, funny, pretty cute to boot. And he was my friend.” Her eyes flick up toward mine before dropping again. “I liked him. A lot. But he never felt the same way. And I never got to confess my feelings.”
“You didn’t try to seduce him with your wily charms?” I ask.
“Oh, I did.” She chuckles humorlessly. “There was nothing on earth I could have done beyond turn myself into a man to make this guy think of me that way.”
My belly feels like ice. She’s talking about me. “Kate,” I say, suddenly feeling a little guilty. “I didn’t know.”
She waves a hand in front of her face, cheeks a light pink. “Of course not. It’s okay, really. You never led me on or anything—it was all me.”
We fall silent, drinking our coffee while I mull over this new information. I never picked up on any clues that Kate thought of me that way. And how ironic that it was Cliff who picked up on it first and tried to tell me. Except that he told me she still had feelings for me.
“Do you still…feel that way?” I ask nervously.
She sags in her chair, her face falling. “Yes. And Dale, I have to tell you something. I don’t deserve to be your best friend.”
“What?” I scoff. “Kate, don’t say stuff like that just because of a crush. You’ve always been there for me. Of course you’re my best friend.”
“No.” She shakes her head. “It’s not that. I’ve…taken advantage of being your friend.”
I furrow my brows with confusion. “What do you mean?”
She sighs, burying her head in her hands. “In high school, after you told me you liked Cliff, I spread a rumor that you hurt animals. I knew how much he liked animals and nature and I knew that if he got to know you, he’d fall for you. So, I-I made him think you were a bad person. That’s why he never talked to you again after the night you kissed.”
Suddenly, I can’t breathe. My entire body is taut, frozen. Kate is my best friend. How could she have done something like that? “Kate…” I trail off, not knowing what to say. But she isn’t finished.
“Before you say anything, there’s more. I never installed the virus,” she confesses. “I didn’t want anything to happen between you and Cliff while I was inside. And I knew something might happen because when you two arrived, I saw how flushed you were and I read the energy. So I pretended to install the virus so I could get out as fast as possible and stop anything from happening.”
Her eyes are swimming with tears. One spills down her cheek. She peers up at me, searching my face. But I can’t even find the words to reply. All that work to help Cliff, to help the pups he cared about the most, and Kate threw it away over her crush. I feel a seed of rage in my gut, expanding quickly. How could she call me her friend and then do this to me?
“I’m so sorry, Dale,” she says. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m so sorry.”
I feel like I understand, just a little bit, how Cliff felt yesterday. I was manipulated by someone I cared for. And in a way, I did manipulate Cliff’s feelings. I can understand the rage, the fury. I know why he never wants to see me again because I don’t even want to look at Kate. I can’t look at her.
“Oh, my God, please forgive me,” she says pleadingly. “Look at me, please.”
I shake my head, breathing shallowly. “How could you do that, Kate?”
“I was stupid, I know.”
More than anything, I’m angry at her for lying about the virus. What happened in high school is the past and in the grand scheme of things, inconsequential. The virus though…lives are at stake.
“I can’t forgive you right now,” I murmur. “You were my friend.”
She chokes back a sob as I stand. “Dale, I am your friend. Please.”
I shake my head. “Goodbye, Kate.”
I grab the coffee and bag of cocoa beans and leave, letting the door slam behind me on her sobs. Maybe it’s cruel, maybe it’s wrong for me not to forgive her. But she didn’t only hurt me, she hurt Cliff and those pups. We really thought we had a chance to save them and she carried that responsibility like we were still in high school.
In my car, I lean back against the headrest and take a deep breath. Maybe someday I’ll forgive her, just like maybe someday Cliff will forgive me. But right now, the hurt is too raw. My best friend betrayed me. I’m just not ready to accept her apology. I shake my head with derision. I never even bothered to apologize to Cliff. What a prick I am.




CLIFF
M y truck is idling in the parking lot at the entrance to the national forest, but I can’t bring myself to step out. I came here for the pups and their mother, to chase them out of the area. I’ll attack them if I have to, sever that relationships, just to save them. If I make my territory big enough, they’ll be forced to stay away. That could save them.
But if the mother refuses to leave…well, I’ll just have to distract the hunters away from their den. That’ll be dangerous, but to save my makeshift pack it’ll be worth it. And at this point, I’m looking forward to giving some humans hell.
I’ve given up hope on the lottery. Because they pushed it back another day, the likelihood of the virus working is slim to none. And the chances of my name being called are practically non-existent. No hunter worth his salt would give up on the chance to hunt down a gray. So it’s up to me to save my little pack.
It’s hard to do what needs to be done. Which is why I haven’t touched the door handle or bothered to turn off the truck yet. I stare emptily out at the forest ahead of me. The pine trees remind me of camping with Dale. Everything reminds me of Dale. It pisses me off. But at the same time, I feel a pang of regret.
I was harsh when I confronted him at his house yesterday. Probably too harsh. I hadn’t even known I was that angry until he came down the stairs looking guilty already. Still, I worked all these years to control my aggression and my emotions, particularly anger, and I knew better than to let loose like that. I said a lot of things I regret.
He should have told me about the ARF device before we slept together. If he had, I might not have felt so violated. But because of the circumstances, I didn’t even give him a real chance to explain himself. I don’t know if I should have.
I do know.
I should have.
Sighing, I lean my head back against the seat. The ARF device has given me a lot to think about. Moral dilemmas aside, it’s an ingenious machine. And probably very complicated, which speaks to Dale’s skill. I feel a hint of pride at the thought but quickly tamp it down. He’s not mine anymore—his accomplishments are none of my business.
But, on the subject of moral dilemmas, it poses a big one. Dale claims it gave him generic advice for the most part and just helped him understand my body language. That doesn’t sound so bad. In fact, it sounds like a discussion between friends about love interests. Innocent. Normal.
But if that’s the case, why was it so difficult for him to communicate with me when he was without the device? It had to have been giving him word-for-word instructions for the most part. Unless, maybe, Dale was simply nervous. He says he knew me in high school and alluded to something I did to him back then. Maybe it’s just the fact that I’m me that makes him nervous when we talk. Because of how I treated him in the past.
Last night around midnight, I’d headed back to his house. I almost made it, too, before I stopped myself and pulled off on the side of the road to get my head together. I don’t even know why I went there. Maybe to apologize, maybe to tear him a new one. Again. All I know is I wanted to talk to him. I think my doubts about what I said to him during our fight were already plaguing me, even though I still felt angry. Now I’m doubting myself more and more.
I groan, dragging a hand over my jaw. I need a shave. My scruff is growing back, and while some might appreciate a good five o’clock shadow, it makes me itch. “Damn,” I curse under my breath. I’m in deep shit here. With Dale on my mind and our recent break up, and the lives of the pack at stake, I feel overwhelmed.
I just want a day to myself in the woods, to take photos and replenish my stock of prints. That’s all. And then another day in town selling my photos to tourists, watching their smiles light up when they see my compositions.
But I can’t have that until I solve this. The lottery problem I can make an attempt at tackling. Dale is another story. I finally ease myself out of the truck and toward the woods. There’s a hiding place I made to keep my clothes and personal belongings safe while I roam the forest as a wolf. I head there now, considering what I’m about to do.
I strip, tucking my clothes away, then make the shift. It feels good to be in my wolf form again—I feel at ease. As a wolf, I can give myself over to nature and forget the complications of humanity. Then a memory of Dale watching me shift for the first time, flits through my mind. And I’m dragged back into that emotional baggage.
Huffing, I lope away. I spend a few minutes exploring the area, letting my nose do the leading. The powerful and interesting scents of the forest fill my mind, and my animal instincts take over. It’s enough to take my mind off Dale. Almost.




DALE
M y mind is still reeling from Kate’s confession and I find myself driving without thinking about where I’m going. I’m just driving to put distance between us, I guess. The realization that Cliff liked me in high school and that he had a good reason for treating me the way he did is a lot to take in. I can’t change the past but it sure as hell makes me think about what it could have been like.
I imagine that the next day, Cliff would have talked to me, maybe asked me out on a date. And then after a few weeks we would’ve made it official, maybe even gone to prom together. A prom I went to as Kate’s friend date. We could have had an entire relationship in high school, maybe even longer. Instead, I was iced out and insulted.
But I spent years nursing old wounds about Cliff, resenting him. Kate came between the two of us, stopped me from taking things further with him. She changed my future with that little rumor.
Suddenly, my thoughts flash back to my fight with Cliff. The words I shouted to him about what kind of man he was in high school echo through my head. For that, I owe him an apology. I also owe him an apology for using the ARF device without telling him. I violated his trust, big time. Even if the device wasn’t giving me responses verbatim, the fact that he feels like I lied to him is enough reason for me to apologize. There’s no rationalizing my way out of this one.
I find myself out on the edge of town, near a park. So I pull over and let myself relax back into the seat. I’m not angry at Cliff anymore, though I have hard feelings for Kate. They’ll pass. I’ll forgive her eventually. Probably.
The bag of ground coffee is on the passenger seat, my dad’s coffee has gone cold, my mom probably expecting me home. Then again, she, my dad, and Michael might have taken the opportunity to get a little busy. I shudder at the thought. Gross.
Sometimes, I feel like a kid again. I wonder if anyone ever feels like they truly grow up. When I was younger and I looked at adults that were the age I am now, I thought they had everything figured out. I thought drama was for teenagers. But now I know differently and that’s hard to come to terms with.
I decided after I left Kate in the coffee shop that I was going to let this be a learning opportunity. I want to learn and grow from this whole experience, then I can head back to Silicon Valley without any regrets. That means apologizing and coming clean.
Feeling a little more confident, I drive back home to drop off the coffee beans. I make a split-second decision to grab the ARF device as well. If I’m going to apologize to Cliff and tell him the entire truth, maybe I should let him try the device. That would help, I think.
“Here are the coffee beans, Mom,” I call, dropping the bag off in the kitchen.
“Thanks, honey,” she answers from her office.
Michael and my father are nowhere to be seen, maybe at the library together. I don’t know. I take the stairs two at a time to my room. Inside, I shut down the coding program for the device, I’ll just have to show it to Cliff as it is. Then I carefully screw the tiny bolts back in place to put the device back together again.
The ear piece is laying nearby. Hesitantly, I slip it into my ear and power up the device, giving it a command to recall Cliff’s information.
“Ready,” the device says calmly.
“The target has discovered use of the ARF device and demonstrates anger and resentment,” I say. “What do I do?”
“Calculating,” the device responds. Silence. “Analysis shows the best course of action is an apology and complete honesty.”
I bite my lip. That was my plan anyway of course, I’m glad the device agrees with me. But just because that’s the advice doesn’t mean it’ll be effective. I silently berate myself for falling back into the old habit of using the device to boost my confidence, but I do it anyway.
“Will that work?” I ask. I need some assurance.
“Calculating.” The device falls silent. “Unfortunately, there is insufficient data. No analysis of request.”
“Damn,” I mutter, slipping the device from my ear.
I’ve never received that kind of response from the device and I’m not entirely sure what to think. I guess that’s life though. There’s hardly ever assurance about anything. I just have to accept that and take my chances with Cliff. It’s important enough that I’m willing to risk his anger.
If he doesn’t want me back, I’ll try to understand. It will take time. But no matter what happens I just have to move forward.




CLIFF
I n the end, I wasn’t able to drive the wolf pack away. I simply couldn’t do it. Any aggression toward the pups and their mother would shatter what trust we had. And with animals like us, trust is paramount above all else. Without it, a pack would be anarchic. And when I saw the pups wrestling again, learning how to fight and attack, the thought of forcing them to leave shattered my heart.
So instead, I spent the next few hours helping them learn. The mother and I even took them hunting. She took the lead and I encouraged the pups to take action. I’ve been a lone wolf all my life, not necessarily by choice. There are no other wolf shifters in the region, at least none that I know of. Having a pack to call my own has helped me. The loneliness brought on by this ability is tough to deal with at times. I’m lucky to have a little wolf family.
When I left, the pups practically begged me to stay. The mother simply ignored them, cleaning her bloodied paws nonchalantly on a nearby overlook. It was hard to say no. Part of me wonders if I would be better living my life as a wolf that can shift into a human rather than a human that can shift into a wolf. In the end, I had to give the little pups a warning growl to get them to stop following me away from their den. But they forgive quickly, as pups and animals do.
I’m home now, lounging in a pair of sweats on my leather sofa. I feel like I haven’t been home in days and am looking forward to a night in. My house is nestled in the backwoods of Bear Moose, far enough away to give me some peace. It’s quiet here, the only sound the occasional call of a hawk and the rustling of the wind through the pine trees.
Beer in hand, I prop my feet up and open a book. It’s a work of fiction, but its pro-conservation message is clear. Sometimes I wonder if I should’ve just become a park ranger like my high school career exam had predicted. I might’ve been able to do more, maybe I could have even convinced them to call off the lottery. As it is, I’m just the resident granola photographer.
I’m drawn from my book by the buzzing of my phone next to me. I look down at the caller ID. It’s Kate. I purse my lips, considering if I should answer or not. It could be that she’s calling on behalf of Dale and he wants to talk to me. But I hope we’re more mature than that high school shit. I answer it.
“Hello?” I growl.
“Cliff?” Her voice sounds weak and she sniffles.
“Kate, are you okay?” I ask. It sounds like she’s been crying.
She inhales shakily. “I need to tell you something.”
I set my book aside and settle back. “Okay, shoot.”
“Cliff, I messed up and I need to apologize to you. I’ve had a crush on Dale since high school. I know it’s one-sided, obviously, but that didn’t stop me from liking him. And I-I told you some things in high school that weren’t true. I made up a rumor that Dale liked to hurt animals because I didn’t want you to like him back,” she stammers.
“What the hell are you talking about?” I vaguely remember some rumor going around that a kid was an animal torturer, we all predicted he’d become a serial killer since that’s one of the main signs, but I have no idea who that kid was. And what does she mean like him back?
“Dale,” she says insistently. “He liked you in high school and you kissed once. Anyway, I told everyone he was someone he wasn’t, so you’d stay away from him. But he’s a really nice guy, the best.”
I rise, heading to my bookshelf where I keep my high school yearbooks. “You said that about Dale? I thought you were his best friend?” That’s a shitty thing for a friend to do.
She hesitates, choking back a sob. “There’s something else.”
“What is it?”
“I didn’t give the Department of Fish and Game a virus.”
My heart drops like a stone. I’d been clinging to the hope that the virus would work even if the clock was off. “What?” My voice is soft and quiet.
“I didn’t want anything to happen between you and Dale in the car, so I rushed out as fast as I could and I didn’t do the virus,” she says, speaking quickly, the words pouring from her mouth like bile. “I’m so sorry, for all of it.”
“Goodbye, Kate.” I hang up the phone, staring blankly at the wall.
How could she do something like this? How could she be so selfish? I curl my hand into a fist at my side as animalistic rage builds within me. My wolf is roaring, hurling himself against my conscious mind. I need to regain control. I take deep, soothing breaths until the wolf settles. He paces inside me, huffing and snarling.
Senior yearbook in hand, I head back to the sofa. Weitz, Weitz, Weitz…I run my finger over the names in the yearbook, searching for his. He’s almost the last name in our class. I peer at the photo of a scrawny kid with a genuine, open smile. I recognize that smile. This kid, a little too thin and clean-shaven, is definitely Dale.
The photo sparks a memory within me, and I return to the bookshelf, grabbing the yearbook from my junior year, the year I was in Grease. There’s a cast and crew photo under the Drama Department. I flip to it and search the faces pictured to see if I’ll find him. There’s Kate, dressed in costume, and me a few rows back. And then I see him. Standing to the side, on the very edge of the group is Dale. He’s posing awkwardly, stiffly, as if he isn’t used to having his picture taken. Dressed in the black uniform of the crew members, he almost blends in with the stage curtains in back.
We were in Grease together. I think back to that year, that semester. Memories come drifting back, memories of dancing, bad singing, the thrill of opening night, and a kiss on the field. I know why I recognized Dale’s scent, why his kiss felt familiar.
My first kiss was with Dale Weitz on the football field, under the stars. I remember leading him out there, thinking it might be romantic and wanting it to be special. Plus, I was nervous and needed to be out in nature to help me calm down. It was an amazing first kiss. We were interrupted, which was probably a good thing because I was moments away from proposing that we fuck right there.
And then the next day…nothing happened between us. Because of me. Word had gotten to me that morning that Dale tortured animals, now I remember. And I was pissed. I wanted nothing to do with him and I was even furious that I’d kissed a guy like that. So I ignored him the next day and every day after, except to occasionally whisper insults under my breath when I passed him. I treated him like shit because I thought he deserved it. But he didn’t. It was a lie.
Sighing, I drag a hand over my jaw, clean-shaven now. I can’t believe this. Dale and I could have been something. We could have had something amazing and I wonder if maybe we really are mates. Maybe mates are real, and maybe I found mine in high school, only to drive him away.
I need to apologize to Dale. I can’t imagine how much I hurt him when I rejected him right after that kiss. No one even knew he was gay until we graduated. For him to open himself up to another guy and then be treated like shit right after, no wonder he came to Bear Moose to find me and test the ARF device on me. Hell, I would have done the same thing.
It’s almost midnight now. I don’t think Dale would appreciate a midnight apology. I’ll have to see him tomorrow, find him at his house. That is, if he hasn’t left yet. God, I hope he’s still here.
If he already left for Silicon Valley, I’ll follow him. I’ll do whatever it takes to set things right between us. I’m still a little irate that he tested out his invention on me, but I think it’s time to move on from that. The fact is, he’s my mate. My fucking mate. And I’d do whatever it takes to be with that man.




DALE
I  yawn, eyes clenched tightly closed. It’s late, but I’m not done making my preparations yet. There’s a lot to do tonight. First, the ARF device needed a few improvements, namely improving speed and making it less of a crutch for the people who use it. I think that’ll make it easier for people to accept.
Taking another sip of my coffee, I tap at my keyboard, correcting part of my coding that I messed up earlier. The door opens and Michael slips in. He approaches, looking curiously at the ARF device on the desk.
“What’s that?” he asks, leaning over me.
I finish up my code, so I don’t lose my place before answering him. “It’s called the Automatic Response to Flirtation Device. It’s for work.”
“Automatic Response to Flirtation? What does it do?”
“It has an artificial intelligence that analyzes body language, heart rate, and even sweat secretion to give you suggestions on how to flirt with the other person, what they’ll respond to best. See this ear piece? You stick that in your ear and then you can hear the suggestions the AI makes,” I explain.
“So it’s a computer that tells you how to make someone like you, basically?” he asks, taking a seat on the edge of my bed.
I shrug. “Yeah, simply put.”
“Why don’t you just be yourself?” he asks, eyebrows twitching together.
I pause, my fingers frozen over the keyboard. “I mean, come on. That might work for most people, but not everyone. Like me.”
He purses his lips. “It’s an amazing invention, but I think you’re pretty great, Dale. I don’t think you need this.”
I pause, considering his words. Using the ARF device, it was easy to talk to Cliff, I was never worried that I’d say or do something that would throw him off. But I never felt like I was being completely myself. When we were at the lake though, right after the device died, that’s when I felt the most comfortable. It was nice to not have a voice in my ear telling me what to do. I even forgot about it for a little. Maybe Michael is right. Maybe.
“I don’t know—it makes it easier.” I chew my lip.
“I don’t mean to pry, but is this what you and Cliff were fighting about the other day?”
I sigh, pushing away from the desk. “Yeah. He found out I was testing the device. I want to apologize, show him the device and that it doesn’t give word for word responses. But I don’t know if he’ll believe me.”
“Well what if you took a lie detector test in front of him?” Michael jokes, laughing.
I pause. “That’s not a bad idea.”
“I was just joking,” Michael says, eyebrows arched with surprise.
“Yeah, but I think you might be onto something.” I turn back to my desk, closing the code for the ARF device and searching through my files intently.
To my left, Michael shrugs and rises. “Good luck,” he says as he leaves the room.
“Thanks,” I say, my voice clipped with excitement.
I find the file with my code for the brain wave reading program I showed to the investors. It’s completely different programming from the ARF device, but the key is that both rely on body language and readings of heart rate and sweat secretion to make their analyses. I didn’t bring the physical device with me, but I can easily download the code for the mind reader into the ARF device. I’ll make it something entirely new.
Suddenly, an error message appears on my screen. “Damn,” I murmur to myself. It’s more complicated than I thought to make these adjustments. I try to find the error in my code, but I’m missing it completely.
Error.
Error.
Error.
“Damn it!” I push myself away from my desk in frustration.
“Everything okay in here?” my mom asks, poking her head through the door. She’s already in her pajamas, her hair up in rollers.
I sigh. “Sorry, Mom, I didn’t mean to be so loud.”
“It’s okay. What are you working on?”
“I’m trying to finish this code but I can’t get it right. Something’s programmed wrong, but I can’t find the right source.” I wave frustratedly at my laptop.
She approaches, studying the code. “Well, I’ve found something, on that line there.” She points.
“What?” I turn, studying the line she indicated. And then I see it, a simple mistake I missed because it’s so small. Small but certainly impactful. Quickly, I erase the broken part and type in a correction. “Thanks, Mom.”
Error.
“Damn. Something else must be wrong,” I murmur, scrolling through my programming.
She pulls up a chair beside me and I move aside so she can review the code. “What’s it for, honey?”
“Uh, a program that can kind of read minds, in a way,” I say sheepishly.
She makes an agreeing noise. “Great idea! This looks great—you’re a very talented programmer, Dale,” she says proudly.
“Thanks, Mom.” I smile.
“Oh, there’s another one.” She points.
“You’re right.” I hurriedly make the correction. “I still have some code to finish. Would you mind helping?”
My mom taught me everything I know about programming and she’s even better than I am. Luckily, she agrees to help. We spend the next hour reviewing the length of my code to check for additional errors. And then another hour after that discussing additional source code we should write.
By midnight, my mom is exhausted, stray hairs sticking out of the rollers. She yawns and turns her sleepy eyes to me. “I think we’ve got it, Dale. Good job, honey.”
“Thanks for helping, Mom. Sorry we stayed up so late.” I rise, wrapping her in a hug.
She seems so much smaller than she used to. I give her a tight squeeze. I may have resented her for the first few days of my visit, feeling a little betrayed that she and my father had basically extended the family without me. But I was wrong, she’s still my mom and I’m her little Dale Pickle, as she used to say when I was just a kid.
“Goodnight, Dale Pickle.” She winks at me as she slips out of the room.
I yawn, stretching my arms over my head. I hear the satisfying pop of my back and my neck as I do so. With the code finished, I set to work downloading it to the ARF device. It’ll take some time to get the entire file on there. It’s a big one.
My problem with Cliff is partially solved: I at least have a plan. But, the issue regarding the lottery remains. I don’t know if I can leave that unresolved. I want to help the wolf pups and their mother survive. And I owe it to Cliff.
I return to my laptop and ponder the situation. I need to change the server’s equation before they run it…I rub my aching head. It’s been a long day. But I can’t sleep until I figure out this puzzle. So I pull up my coding program and mess around for a bit. I can’t go back to the Department of Fish and Game, and I can’t hack into one of the employee’s personal accounts to control the lottery from there.
An email attachment containing the virus won’t do either. No, I need something with a little more finesse. I stroke my beard, staring blankly at the wall. And then I realize what I have to do. Chuckling, I get to work.




CLIFF
Dawn has just broken over the mountains, its warm rays stretch across the town. I study the sky, seeing a few puffy clouds lit with a golden glow. It’s the perfect day to take pictures. I adjust the strap of my camera case over my shoulder as I enter the Cocoa Peak. Today, I plan to capture as many photos of the wolf family as I can and distribute them around town. Today is the day the winners of the lottery will be announced. I hope that if enough people see the wolf family and the young pups, they’ll be moved to push back against the lottery. It might be a little full-on, but it’s the only thing I can think of.
The barista at the counter has my coffee prepped already, so I slip her a few bills wordlessly. I’m not in the mood for polite conversation today, my thoughts are all wrapped up in Dale and the pack. I slide into a seat at the table and pull my camera out. I know I have a few photos on here already—I’ll head to the printers and distribute a few before I head out into the woods.
Sighing, I search through the photos. These aren’t good enough. Nowhere near good enough. They’re not strong enough, they don’t evoke enough feeling. I sigh frustratedly, resisting the sudden urge to slam my camera against the wall.
I hear the door open and catch the faint smell of fresh flowers and ground coffee. Kate. I ignore her, even though I can feel her eyes on me as she walks past. She orders a coffee. On the days that her dad works in the coffee shop they own, Kate doesn’t get her coffee there. They have a tenuous relationship. So she drinks here instead.
She takes a seat nearby, occasionally looking this way. Damn, an entire grouping of photos is completely out of focus. How the hell didn’t I notice? I curse under my breath as I begin to feel the first waves of hopelessness. But I can’t give up. I have to try.
I’m pulled abruptly from my thoughts by the sound of a cellphone ringing. My head snaps us, eyes narrowed as I search for the source of the noise. I need some fucking peace and quiet.
It’s Kate, she answers hurriedly. “Hello?” Her voice is laced with relief and sadness.
I sniff, turning back to my work. I just need three or four to get started. And then I’ll get some more.
“I can do that, give me a second.” I hear Kate say. She rises and hurries to the counter, leaning over it to catch the barista’s attention. “I did it. Okay, bye.”
I want to snatch the phone from her hand and shout at the person asking her for a favor that Kate is the last person on earth who should be trusted with anything like that. But she’s hung up the phone now and is on the edge of her seat. The radio station changes, the soft American folk replaced with traditional country. What is she doing? I wonder, glancing at her from the corner of my eye.
The song ends and the DJ comes on. “Alright, today is the day folks! Now, I know all of you have been waiting to hear the results of the Department of Fish and Game’s lottery for a hunting license, and today is that day! I’ve got the results right here and quite frankly I can’t believe what I’m seeing!”
I’m listening intently, hardly breathing, as I wait for the results. Please, please, please, I beg.
“We’ve got three hunting licenses, and the winner is…”
Winner? Singular? I look up from the table I was busy boring holes into and stare questioningly at the speaker. What did he mean, winner? Maybe just the first one, I think, nodding to myself.
“Cliff Taylor, everybody!” the radio DJ cheers. “Cliff Taylor won all three hunting licenses. Cliff Taylor, you may collect the hunting licenses from your local office of the Department of Fish and Game, just show them picture ID. Congratulations, Cliff Taylor! And you all better suck up to him, who knows, maybe he’ll share.”
I can’t feel my legs.
Hardly comprehending what’s happening, I accept congratulations from the few patrons in the store, numbly shaking their hands. I look at Kate, still seated, she’s smiling shyly at me. And then she points behind me, toward the door.
Confused, I twist in my chair, only to see Dale standing behind me. His cheeks are a light pink as if he ran here and his hair is slightly mussed. There are purple bags under his eyes. He looks exhausted. But he’s smiling at me, a smile so genuine and bright I can feel my heart stirring in my chest. I don’t know why he’s here but I’m glad he is. I didn’t realize how much I missed him until this moment.
Before I can rise to greet him, he takes the seat opposite me. “Hello, Cliff,” he says. He sounds confident, different.
I blink at him. “Hi, Dale.” He smiles at me. “What are you doing here? And how the hell did I win the lottery?”
“First, I needed to speak to you again, and I knew I couldn’t face you after Kate told me what she had done. The least I could do was try to help you,” he explains. “I realized last night that I could still send the virus.”
“Email?” I ask incredulously, arching a brow.
He chuckles. “No. I accessed their employee website and slipped the virus into the code. Any employee who logged in through their website would’ve automatically downloaded the virus. It’s a technique called a drive-by download. I wasn’t sure if it would work, it was a little tricky, but I’m glad it did.”
“A drive-by download,” I echo, still not quite believing I won the hunting licenses.
“I know it’s your pack and those wolves are like your family, but after spending time with them…I couldn’t leave it alone,” he says sheepishly.
I’m overcome with emotion. My heart is straining against my ribcage I feel so happy, grateful, and damn it, in love. I swallow with some difficulty as I bite back any tears that threaten to spill. My pack is finally safe.
“Thank you, Dale.” Tentatively, I reach across the table and lay my hand over his.
“I need to apologize to you, Cliff,” he continues, taking a deep breath. “I was wrong to use the device on you without telling you. I thought about it, and I understand why you felt misled. I’m so sorry.”
I suck in a breath through my teeth. I want to believe him, more than anything. But what if this is just something the device is telling him to say? “Are you wearing it right now?” I ask.
He shakes his head. “I have it with me.” He draws a plastic device no larger than a flip phone from his pocket, and then a wireless ear piece. “I want you to know how serious I am. I changed the code from the ARF device to a miniature polygraph test. Here.” He holds it out to me.
I take it, holding it carefully because it feels so fragile. “A polygraph?”
“Kind of. It’s more sensitive than that, but that’s the idea.” He nods.
“How do I use it?” I hold the earpiece closer to my face. No wonder I never saw him wearing this, it’s completely clear, and smaller than my pinkie nail.
He leans over the desk and pushes some buttons on the device. “Put that in your ear, yeah, just like that. And then ask me questions. I already calibrated it to focus on me,” Dale explains.
“Okay,” I sigh. “Here goes.”
“I’m ready.” He sits up confidently.
“Um, first, to see if it really works.” I eye him. “Do you or do you not…pass gas in your sleep?”
Dale colors immediately, choking. “Uh…” He clears his throat awkwardly. “No.”
“Target shows an elevated heart rate and increased sweat secretion. Analysis concludes the target is lying,” the device chirps into my ear.
I jump, startled, and press a finger against the ear piece. “Woah.” I turn on Dale, suppressing a laugh. “Dale, you made this thing, why the hell would you lie to it if you knew it would work?”
“Oh, God…” He drops his head into his hands, ears bright red.
I can’t hold back my laughter anymore, belting it out in the coffee shop. A tear even streams down my cheek. The night we camped together, Dale jolted himself awake in his sleep twice.
“Cliff, please, let’s never ever speak of this again,” he pleads, looking up at me.
I nod, still chuckling. “Fine. I’ll spare you. Next question. Are you actually sorry?”
“Yes,” he says simply. “I am so sorry.”
I hear in my ear, “Analysis has determined the target is telling the truth.”
Okay. “Alright, were your feelings for me ever real?” This is the question that has my stomach doing somersaults.
Dale pauses, sucking on his bottom lip as he thinks. “Cliff, I’ve liked you since junior year. My feelings were, and are, very real. I think I’m in love with you.”
I don’t need the device to tell me Dale is telling the truth, but it informs me anyway. Silently, I slip the ear piece from my ear and pass it back to Dale. He’s chewing on his cheeks, eyes filled with worry. It can be scary to be open and vulnerable. I lean forward, staring deeply into his eyes.
“I love you too,” I say.
Dale sags with relief, then both of us laugh awkwardly. “I love you,” he repeats, grinning. “God, I love you.”
My heart feels like it’s about to burst. First, Dale saved the pups and now this…my mate is amazing. “I need to apologize to you,” I say. It’s time for me to take responsibility.
He waves a hand in front of his face. “No, Cliff, it was okay for you to be angry.”
“No, listen.” I take his hand, dragging it back to the table. “Maybe I did have a right to be angry, but that doesn’t mean I had the right to treat you like that. I was wrong. I’m so sorry. And, I’m sorry for how I treated you in high school.”
He gapes at me. “You remember?”
“Kate called me last night. She told me that what I thought about you was a lie. And I’m sorry for treating you so coldly after that night. I really liked you back then. I let a rumor get in the way, instead of getting to know the real you.” I stroke his knuckles with my thumb.
His shoulders start to shake, his head bent low. I feel panic flare within me. Is he crying? But then he looks up, a goofy smile on his face. “You have no idea how many years I held that against you,” he confesses.
I smirk. “Who would have thought you’d be the grudge-holding type?”
“So, Kate really called you, huh?” He glances toward her over his shoulder.
She looks up briefly from her phone before turning a bright shade of pink and looking away.
“Yep.” I nod. “Called me last night and told me about high school and the lottery.”
He sits back, looking satisfied. “I guess it’s time to let go, then.”
“Yeah.” I smile. “It’s time.”
We spend the next hour discussing our future. I want to see Silicon Valley, but Dale insists I need to stay here, close to my pack and close to the wilderness where I can roam free. We joke about moving into his parents’ house but both shudder at the prospect. It’s relaxed, fun, and most importantly, it’s easy being with Dale. But there is still one thing on my mind.
“Hey, let me borrow the polygraph thing again,” I say, gesturing for it.
Dale eyes me suspiciously but passes it over. “Why?”
I turn it on and put the ear piece in. “Okay. I have one last question for you.”
“Well, shoot,” Dale drawls, sounding like a cowboy from the old west.
“Are you really okay with me being a shifter?” I ask softly. I don’t want to broadcast my business to the entire coffee shop.
His expression softens, the joking atmosphere disappears. “Cliff, I wouldn’t want it any other way.”
Before the device can affirm or negate his answer, I tug it from my ear and power it down. Turns out, I don’t need it to know Dale means exactly what he says. I can feel it. And it fills my entire consciousness with joy.




EPILOGUE
DALE
“Hey, cut it out.” I swat at Cliff’s hand, which is hovering playfully over my cock. “I’m trying to work here.”
He groans but retreats to his own desk, casting me a resentful glower. “So cranky.”
I can’t help but smile at him when he pouts like this. “Okay, fine, I’ll take a break. What is it?” I ask, rolling my desk chair toward him.
He spins me in the chair, sending me in wild circles. “I got an email from National Geographic.”
“No way.” I gape at him. Cliff has been waiting to hear their response to his photo and story submission for almost a month now—we didn’t think it would ever come. “Did you open it?”
I’m practically bouncing in my seat now, but he seems strangely rigid. He’s nervous.
“No.” He scratches the back of his head.
“Well, let’s open it together,” I say. “They couldn’t possibly say no to a heartfelt true story about raising a pack of wolves.” Of course, they don’t have to know he is one.
Cliff and I lean over his computer as he opens the email. And then I’m shouting, clapping him on the back excitedly as he stands in a stupor in front of the screen. Cliff is going to be featured in the next issue of National Geographic, and I couldn’t be prouder. His eyes finally clear and he howls, wrapping me in a warm hug.
Then his lips are on mine and we’re tangled together in our home office. It’s one of our favorite rooms, because work often becomes play. He clasps my body to his, tongue dancing with mine in a passionate kiss. When I kiss him, the whole world seems to fall away. And it’s just the two of us, our bodies moving as one.
When we finally break apart, we’re both panting heavily, our eyes lit with desire. But there’s no time for that. I have a big deadline for the Center coming up, and my own side project is occupying a lot of my time.
“I’m so happy for you,” I say, kissing him gently.
He smiles against my lips. “I love you.”
“I love you too,” I say, squirming out of his arms to return to my work. “Let’s finish quickly and then we can go out to celebrate.”
Cliff makes an agreeing noise and returns to the email, no doubt reading the next steps in the process. He has hundreds of photos to edit and add to his website as well. We’ve both been busy with work recently—we’re lucky. After the summer, I decided to work for the Center remotely, though I visit once in a while for meetings and to report my progress.
I abandoned the ARF device. After what happened between us, the ARF device didn’t seem worth it. I still think it could help a lot of people though, with a few key changes. So I gave the program to Dr. Slickberg because I know he’ll put it to good use. He’s a brilliant scientist, one of the best in the world. And although he isn’t a classically trained programmer, he’s dabbled in enough realms of science to take over the project.
It felt good to pass it off to someone else. It’s not that the device caused tension between us, but after our fight, my perception of the project changed. I think Michael was right: it’s just better to be yourself.
Beside me, Cliff is muttering to himself. He always does when he works. It’s kind of cute. I like to listen to him.
“That’s right, pretty little flower. Oh, you’re so cute, yes, yes, and the sun is such a nice sun giving you lots of nutrients. Let’s just brighten that up a bit. Such a pretty flower,” he mutters under his breath.
I choke back a laugh. I’m having fun learning all his little quirks, all his tiny idiosyncrasies that make Cliff himself. I moved in with him almost immediately after we made up in the coffee shop. A month later, we decided to move a little farther from town and built our own log cabin. Nothing fancy, but perfect for us. And perfect for the family we hope to have in the future.
My phone buzzes with a text. I check it absent-mindedly as I wrap up my work project. It’s Kate. “He asked me out!” it reads.
I smile at my phone and type out a quick response, “Congrats!”
After Cliff and I made up, I forgave Kate and our friendship eventually returned to normal. Well, almost normal. I’m still a little hesitant to confide in her sometimes, but she’s my best friend. I know she has my back even if I’m a little wary. A new guy moved into town and started working at the Cocoa Peak. She was too shy to flirt with him at first, but then we definitively discovered the man is very straight. No amount of flirting from Cliff, our volunteer, made him bat an eye. And she dove right in.
“Oh, don’t forget we’re having dinner with my parents and Jordan tonight,” I say.
“Gotcha,” Cliff murmurs, absorbed in his editing.
Jordan is my parents’ new…something. Michael left after deciding Bear Moose wasn’t the place for him, didn’t have the career opportunities he wanted. As far as I know, he’s in New York City now, attending culinary school. My parents haven’t had a permanent addition to their relationship since Michael left, people come and go. Lately though, they seem quite attached to Jordan. He’s ten years younger than them, but close enough to their age that they feel like old friends. And as long as I don’t know the details of their sex life, I’m okay with whoever they want to bring into their lives, as long as they’re safe.
Cliff groans and I hear his chair squeaking as he pushes away from his desk. “What’s up, babe?” I ask, typing quickly.
He puts his chin on my shoulder, staring morosely at the computer screen. “When are you going to be done working on that thing?”
I smile, though he can’t see it. “Didn’t I tell you? Finished last night.”
“And you didn’t tell me?” He nips playfully at my neck. “Why do I put up with your attitude?”
“Who knows,” I say, grinning. “Here, let me show you.”
Cliff waits patiently while I pull up a new file. The one containing his mapped DNA. With the help of a trusted friend, a geneticist, I figured out how to decode Cliff’s DNA. We were both curious about his genetic makeup. I haven’t mapped his entire genome, that would take decades, but I did manage to isolate the gene that carries the shifter DNA.
I show it to him now, explaining the fuzzy picture on the screen. He stares thoughtfully at it. It’s like stepping outside yourself. Suddenly you feel very small when what makes you so unique is thrown up on a screen like that. It’s cold, medical.
After a moment he finally speaks, “Can you, you know, cure it?”
“Cure?” I purse my lips. “Cliff, you don’t need a cure. It’s not a disease.”
He rolls his eyes. “Okay, but could you get it out of me? Could I be normal?”
Being a shifter has been difficult for Cliff since he was just an infant. I understand his curiosity of what being normal must be like. His interest is in not having to worry constantly about shifting unintentionally. Or to have his secret revealed.
I inhale sharply. “I could. Gene splicing like that has come a long way in the last few years. But…I don’t think we should.”
Cliff’s lips twist as he muses over this new information. “Why not?”
“Well, for one thing,” I say, pressing a kiss to his lips. “It’s sexy. But more importantly, it makes you who you are. And…”
“And?” he prompts.
“Don’t freak out.”
He raises his brows incredulously. “Don’t freak out? Dale. What did you do?”
“I gave it to myself last night…” I trail off.
Cliff stares blankly at me. “You did what?”
“I gave myself the gene last night.” I throw my hands up. “I have yet to see results. Maybe it’s just not compatible with my DNA.”
“Holy shit, Dale,” Cliff groans. “What if it had worked and something had happened? You could’ve been hurt.”
I nod. I understand, it was a stupid, reckless thing to do. But I wanted to surprise him. “I’m sorry,” I say softly.
“Why did you even try to do that?” he asks, crouching down in front of me.
“I know you’ve talked about the pack like your family, and it’s hard for me to join because I’m a human. I just wanted to help your dream,” I explain, searching his eyes. Quickly, I add, “And I think it’s really cool.”
He chuckles. “It is pretty cool. Thank you for thinking of me.”
We share a tender kiss and I feel myself melting into it. Cliff is truly perfect for me. I don’t think I could be this happy with anyone else. And I want to be like him, to help him take care of the wolf pups, which aren’t really pups anymore. But they’re his family and I want to be part of that. So I’ll keep trying.
“You know, maybe it just takes a few days for the gene to work,” he says hopefully. “Don’t do anything else until we’re sure.”
I nod, smiling. “Okay.”
Cliff massages my knees with his hands. “This is why you’re my mate.” He kisses the tip of my nose lightly. “You’re perfect for me. What do you say we go camping for a few days to see if the gene works?”
“I think that’s a good idea,” I agree. My body has been feeling a little tense, I think hopefully.
Cliff lifts me to my feet and slaps my ass. “How does Lake Bold Rock sound?”
“Perfect.” I smile.
Cliff leaves ahead of me, heading to the garage where we keep our camping equipment. I smile softly as I watch him disappear. Ever since this summer, everything has been magical between us. He tells me I’m his mate, and though I’m not sure what it means, it rings true for me. And maybe I’m fooling myself, maybe I simply want it too much, but I think I can feel something stirring inside me.
Something wild.
THE END.
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