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To anyone who’s ever fallen for someone fast and hard. Whether it made sense or not. Logic is overrated.

And as always: To the man. I love you. For ever and ever. Amen. (I fell for him fast and hard and here we are … Seventeen years later.)





Chapter One

‘Here’s your whisky, Tryg,’ Matthew said. He slid the shot glass across the scarred bar top.

‘What kind?’

‘Rot gut, what other kind do you drink?’

Tryg grunted, almost smiled, and tossed back the amber liquid. ‘How about another?’

‘You up for trouble tonight?’ Matthew looked wary, holding the whisky bottle but not pouring. What kind of bartender didn’t pour?

‘Me? Never.’ Tryg fingered the scar that bisected his eyebrow and barely avoided his left eyelid. He realised Matthew was watching, and quickly dropped his hand. ‘I’m fine, Matt. Just pour.’

‘Word is –’

‘Word is none of your business and it’s just hearsay so … Maybe you should just pour and not worry about rumours.’

Matthew pressed his lips together, nodded, poured. ‘Fine. But any problems from you, Bolo, and you’ll be banned from my bar.’

‘Got it,’ Tryg said. ‘And don’t call me Bolo.’

Matt shrugged. ‘It’s your name, as far as I heard until you started drinking here. Damn, Tryg, I thought it was your name.’

‘A bolo is a knife,’ Tryg said.

‘And you’re an enforcer.’

‘Go away.’

Matthew grinned and went to fill another order. That had been close. Tryg had been itching to clock him to teach him some manners. But he wouldn’t do that.

We thought it might be good for you to have a break from the pride …

He shook off the echoes in his head and downed the glass of whisky. About 600 more and he might feel better. He might even get his drunk on. Tryg set his glass down with a bang and Matt looked up. He was annoyed.

‘So let him be annoyed,’ he growled.

Someone bumped into him and he practically roared, the urge to shift rippling under his skin and along his spine. This was not the day to provoke him. When your pride wants to send you away for “a break” you’re pretty much over. Especially if you’re supposed to be the muscle. Again he touched his scar and it made him angrier when he realised he was doing it. Whoever was behind him had better be ready.

‘What the fuck is your problem? You can’t see where you’re –’

Something made him bite off his words. Maybe it was the flash of fear in the man’s bright blue eyes or the nervous duck of the head that caused sandy blond hair to fall across his brow. Tryg bit back another roar because he found himself even more annoyed that he found the kid attractive.

‘Move,’ he growled.

The kid moved. Tryg called him a kid because he might be 25 to Tryg’s 32. Might.

Their shoulders brushed as he tried to push past, and he felt a comingling of instincts. The urge to lash out and hurt immediately contradicted by the urge to protect. What the hell?

‘Sorry,’ the kid said.

Again, he wanted to hit him and kiss him. Tryg shook his head and moved away. He needed some air. Maybe he’d had too much to drink.

Or not enough brain cells in your damn head…

He forced his way through the small bar. As he passed the first booth he heard Ozric. ‘What the fuck? You’re still here?’

‘You’re not on the road yet, Bolo?’ someone else piped in.

Tryg tried to drown out the voices. These were the guys who’d gotten him to the point of being asked to take an indefinite road trip. Ozric and his crew had issues with Tryg. Issues about his ways, his job, and who he chose to fuck.

‘Just keep going. Just keep walking,’ he told himself. He wanted to return to his pride after his mission was complete and be welcome. Even if his pride included assholes like Ozric and Ronnie and Dane.

‘We don’t need your kind anyway.’ This time it was Ronnie who spoke. He was short and sort of out of shape. Were they forced to live in their animal forms, he’d be the first to succumb to starvation and die. He was a shit hunter and a worse person. ‘It’s not like you help expand our numbers.’ He snorted, hefted a beer, looking smug and amused.

That was when Tryg snapped, his body rippling from the surge of adrenaline and rage. The toxic soup of hormones that ushered in a shift boiled under his skin and he felt his feet turn to rush the group instead of keep on a steady course toward the door.

The roar ripped up and out of him, but he heard it more than felt it. His fingers clenched, then went warm from his joints softening to reconfigure. He felt a canine tooth slide against his tongue and tasted blood. It was fine. He wanted to taste blood.

‘Remember what I said, Bolo!’ Matt called from the bar. Tryg caught a flash of his wide eyes and his fingers delving under the bar where a dart gun was kept. One shot from that thing and almost any shifter in the bar went down like 50 pounds of shit in a 10-pound sack. The only creature to ever manage to stay conscious had been a visiting shifter –a Kodiak bear.

The Bolo reference only made him angrier and he moved fast. Faster than was normal even for him. His nails had just bitten into the soft wood of the table, ready to tear the top off and maybe use it to beat the fuck out of the morons sitting there – but then a hand settled on his shoulder.

Two things happened. His brain said “attack”. His body said “relax”.

What the hell?

He turned to find that boy. Those water blue eyes wide but intent. ‘Easy,’ the kid said.

Tryg considered taking a swing anyway. Attempted to tell his brain to raise his fist to clock this kid and teach him a lesson. His body betrayed him. Under all the confusion, that made him nervous.

‘Are you insane?’ Tryg rumbled, but felt his muscles relax further, his claws contract, his muzzle reform. He felt a loosening in his solar plexus and a syrupy kind of peace.

Maybe Matt had hit him with that tranq gun, after all.

But no, the kid still had his hand on Tryg. ‘Come sit down. Let me buy you a drink. You need to shake off a day full of dicks,’ the kid said. His tone was almost but not quite like a hypnotist working his magic.

Tryg wanted to say no, but heard himself say, ‘OK. And yes, it’s been a bag full of dicks kind of day.’

He stared down Ozric and his crew. They were doing their best to look annoyed and put upon, instead of what they actually were. On the verge of shitting their pants with relief.

‘You’re Bolo?’ the kid said, his eyes finding the taunters.

‘I’m Tryg,’ he said. ‘Don’t call me Bolo.’

‘It’s a knife, isn’t it?’ the boy asked, touching Tryg’s elbow, steering him to a booth at the opposite end of the bar.

‘Yeah. It’s a knife. A Filipino knife similar to the machete,’ he muttered. ‘It’s how I got my scar and I survived it. So the name stuck.’

‘So your nickname could be Machete,’ the kid said, giving him a sidelong glance. His eyes found the scar, and instead of wincing, he smiled.

‘I wish.’





Chapter Two

‘Speaking of names, you never told me yours.’

Tryg set back in the booth as Matt brought a tray. He put down a bottle of cheap-ass whisky and two glasses. ‘On the house, Bol – erm, Tryg.’

Tryg raised an eyebrow. ‘On the house? I don’t believe I’ve ever heard you mutter those words, Matthew.’

Matt grinned. ‘Hey, I’m no dummy. I know you could have dismantled my bar six ways to Sunday to get to them. And they’d have deserved any ass-kicking you delivered, but you didn’t. So take the damn peace offering with some grace, will you?’

‘You’re all right – for a human.’ Tryg laughed and poured out two short measures of liquor.

‘I have Marielle bringing you some nachos too.’ Matt turned on his heels and left, a short chuckle floating after him.

‘Ooh, nachos too, whatsyourface.’

This time the kid snorted and put his head down. If Tryg wasn’t mistaken, the guy was blushing. ‘My name is Luke.’ He downed his drink and held his glass out for more.

Tryg was impressed. This stuff was no better than paint thinner and Luke hadn’t even flinched.

‘Luke what?’

‘Does it matter?’

Marielle put a huge platter of nachos down between them and reached out to affectionately stroke Tryg’s hair. He pushed his head into her hand, encouraging the touch. Mar was one of his few good friends. And everyone needed to be touched. When she stroked him like a pet cat, he often let her. ‘Thanks, big guy,’ she said, and left him alone.

Tryg turned his attention back to the apparently ravenous Luke. He’d already downed a handful of topping-loaded chips. ‘Yes, it matters. Luke what?’

‘Luke Dorchester.’

‘Nice. And you were insane enough to touch me mid-shift because …?’ This was where he was really curious. Why the fuck hadn’t he dismantled this guy the moment he’d been touched?

Luke shrugged. ‘I have no idea.’ Then he mumbled something and shoved more chips in his mouth.

Ozric and his crew had left and Tryg allowed himself to relax just a tiny bit. He had to get his shit together. The fact that he was pissed and, yes, hurt – though he’d admit it to no one but himself – he’d still been given a job to do. As the pride’s enforcer, he needed to do it right, no matter what.

‘What was that mumble, Luke Dorchester?’

‘Nothing.’

The kid’s eyes were amazing. Tryg’s body went into full want-mode when he looked into them. They were the colour of a fall sky in September. Clear and bright and perfect. The urge to kiss Luke Dorchester came out of the blue, but was as staggering as a roundhouse punch to the jaw. Tryg curled his hands against his thighs to keep them in check. He didn’t need his hormones overriding his good judgment. Luke was too young. And too fragile. His delicate nature would never ever survive a bull in a china shop personality like Tryg’s.

‘Tell me.’ It came out on a growl, and he saw the hair on Luke’s arms rise up with goosebumps. But he also saw the almost sensual way the other man licked his lips. He was torn –should he be afraid or should he be turned on? To Tryg, he smelled an even mix of both.

Luke blew out a sigh and dropped the chip he held. ‘I felt your rage. And I wanted to help.’

‘So?’ Tryg asked, claiming the dropped chip and eating it almost violently. ‘What’s the big secret about that?’

‘I felt your rage.’ Those blue eyes were piercing when aimed directly at a guy.

Tryg snorted, but something deep inside him where the truth of himself lived prickled at the choice of words. Something unsettling, as if a cool breath had been blown across the back of his neck and coursed over him.

‘I was pissed and ready to shift. Half of the county felt my rage.’

Luke poured them both another drink, and shook his head. ‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘I knew you wouldn’t get it.’

Tryg found that he wanted to get it. He wanted to understand. He grabbed Luke’s hand, forcing himself to be gentle at the very last second. This guy wasn’t a shifter, he was a normal guy.

With a twist …

‘I want to get it. Tell me.’

Those eyes found him again and Tryg bit his tongue when he realised he’d nearly reached out to brush the sand-coloured hair from Luke’s brow. What the fuck? Was he turning into June Cleaver with a hard-on or what?

‘You’ll think I’m crazy,’ Luke said.

That made him laugh. ‘Maybe I will, but man, I am crazy. Who gives a shit if I think you are.’

The kid put his head down and mumbled something, but Tryg was ready for it and his ears picked up the words and strung them together. He barked out a laugh. ‘You’re an empath. What’s an empath? Like empathy?’

Luke looked up, wary, a bit annoyed. Those insanely blue eyes were now the colour of washed denim and Tryg mentally shook off yet another urge to kiss him. Hard.

‘Yes, pretty much. Sort of,’ Luke said, his jaw tight.

‘Sort of? Like you can empathise with my intense rage at that pack of morons and could empathise with my urge to kill them, yet were calm enough and magical enough to make me not do it?’ He snorted and put the cork in the whisky. Enough of that. Tryg raised his fingers in Matt’s direction and pointed to the beer taps, signalling two.

‘Yes and no,’ Luke said. He sighed so loud Tryg waited for him to deflate. Then the boy shook his head. ‘Look, let’s just drop it, OK? It’s hard to understand and I’m not in the mood to explain it.’

Tryg shook his head. He didn’t understand it, he wished he didn’t want to understand it, but he found he truly needed to understand. ‘Please tell me,’ he said in his best calm person voice. He only dusted that voice off once or twice a year, so it felt awkward.

Luke looked up, surprised. Tryg could only assume the kid saw his intention there, because Luke surrendered and said. ‘I am an empath. I don’t imagine how you feel. I feel how you feel. When you went all –’ he twirled a finger toward the now empty booth ‘– Bigfoot over there, I felt your rage. I felt that anger and it threatened to cut off my air, stop my heart, possibly do something that would be regretted later. Even if they were a flock of assholes.’

Tryg snorted at the flock of assholes. What an apt description. ‘So you’re saying you can literally feel what someone is feeling?’

‘Mostly. But with you it was much stronger.’

Matt came and put down two beers. He took the whisky bottle and the mutilated tray of nachos. ‘You cool?’ he asked.

Tryg blinked. ‘Yeah, why? I’m fine.’

‘You seem calm. That’s weird. Just figured I’d ask. Maybe the kid roofied your drink or something.’

Luke looked mortified, but Tryg burst out laughing. ‘Get lost, Matt.’

Matt chuckled and wandered off, leaving them alone again.

‘Look, not that I believe you.’ When the kid looked hurt, he bumbled on. ‘I mean, it is kind of hard to believe, you have to give me that, kid. But why – if it is possible – was it much stronger with me?’

Luke looked away, down, up … Anywhere but right at Tryg. ‘I don’t know. It’s never been that strong before. It was like I was literally feeling it down to my bones. As real as my very own feelings. And I usually can tell, I’ve gotten good over the years at – deciphering. With you, just now, it was hard to recognise it as someone else’s emotion. Until I saw you over there, then I got it. But…’ Another shrug.

‘But?’ Tryg wanted to grab Luke by the shoulders and shake him. Make him talk even if what he was saying was crazy. And then, OK, he’d admit it, then he wanted to fuck him senseless.

Christ.

‘But it was very intense. It was an instant connection. I’ve never felt anything like that. It scared me some.’ Luke was tracing a seam in the wood tabletop with his thumbnail. Tryg suddenly felt protective and possessive. For no apparent reason. It was very unlike him. He preferred his dalliances brief and perfunctory. But that wasn’t what he wanted right now. He wanted to take this guy home, take him in the biblical sense, then take care of him. Fuck him and then hold him. Maybe he was having a stroke.

‘Yeah, you’re super-sensitive.’ He sounded gruffer than he’d intended. ‘What am I feeling right now?’

‘In a word?’ the kid asked, cocking an eyebrow.

That didn’t help Tryg’s burgeoning hard-on situation. ‘Yeah,’ he growled.

‘Horny,’ Luke said.
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