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A funerary urn filled with black roses waited for me on my doorstep.

Black lacquer gleamed in the early morning light; it was covered with gold and silver etchings depicting the heavens and its angels in triumphant exaltation as they welcomed the dead home. The cap rested beside the urn. If I wanted to enter my apartment, I had to either move it or step over it.

The roses unsettled me even more than the urn; they still had their thorns, and they were stained with crimson.

The paint—if it was paint—glistened in the early morning light.

Shivering, I spun around. The street outside my apartment building was quiet. Few people ventured out in my neighborhood so close to dawn; while the area wasn’t particularly violent, it was filled with people just like me who could barely afford living in Las Vegas.

We were in need of money, but we weren’t desperate enough to kill for it, not yet at least.

A girl living alone in the poor side of town, however, could never be too careful. Judging from my doorstep, I was right to worry. Swallowing, I pulled my keys out of my purse. My hands shook so hard it took me several tries to unlock the deadbolt. I pocketed my keys, taking a long look inside.

My living room was as I left it, a mess of dirty laundry and text books. Staring down at the urn, I drew a deep breath to steady my nerves and stooped down to pick up the unwanted delivery.

The last thing I needed was a nosy neighbor discovering such a thing outside of my apartment. They’d either tell me I deserved it for being a stripper or report it to the police, who would come asking questions I couldn’t answer honestly.

At least I had kept my first name the same when I had run away from home; when I introduced myself as Sara, I didn’t feel like I was living a lie. It was bad enough my colleagues all called me Jasmine, both as a mockery of my prudish, conservative behavior and a nod to my looks, which kept me employed at several different clubs and casinos.

When they thought I couldn’t hear them, they liked muttering about how I was a pampered princess who didn’t belong among them.

I sighed, set the urn on my coffee table, and stared at the phone, wondering if my fake ID would withstand the scrutiny of the police. I barely looked eighteen let alone the twenty-four my license proclaimed me to be. Did they arrest strippers who lied about their age?

I contemplated the urn and its roses. Was prison a better alternative to having the attention of someone willing to leave such a macabre gift in front of my door? I stared at my phone, once again considering whether or not to call the cops.

Anyone disturbed enough to leave such a thing on someone’s doorstep was someone to worry about.

The roses unsettled me most of all. How could something so beautiful unsettle me so much? A splash of cream among the green leaves and thorny stems drew my eye. Biting my lip, I gingerly pushed aside the roses, careful to avoid pricking myself on them.

My first name was written on the envelope in gold ink and flowing calligraphy. Taking hold of the corner, I pulled it free of the thorns. Splatters of red marked the creamy paper. In a few places, the stains had darkened to the brown-red of dried blood.

A blob of red wax held the envelope closed. I contemplated throwing the whole thing away without reading it, but my morbid curiosity got the better of me.

Who had sent the urn and the roses, and how did they know my name?

I broke the seal and opened the envelope. Within was a card. The edges were decorated with black roses tangled in silver and gold ribbons. The two lines of text neatly printed in the center chilled me to the bone.




These roses aren’t red, unshed blood’s blue,

This urn for the dead, I made just for you.




The card slipped from my numb hands to flutter to the coffee table. A single drop of blood splashed down from the roses to splash onto the paper as though warning me of what would come.
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I forced myself to go to class, trekking across Las Vegas to one of the few community colleges accepting part-time students ineligible for financial aid or unwilling to apply for it. The entire way, I kept my eyes fixed to the ground, pretending nothing was wrong so I wouldn’t glance over my shoulder every other minute.

I wanted to.

Class went by in a blur, and while I tried to take notes, I remembered little of the professor’s lecture. It had something to do with cornering new segments of the market for small businesses. I’d regret my inability to concentrate later, of that I was certain. I left wondering why I had gone at all. Frustrated over how frazzled the note, the urn, and the roses left me, I headed home.

My doorstep was devoid of unwanted gifts, and breathing a relieved sigh, I let myself in. Everything was as I left it, including the urn. In a way, I wished it were gone, vanished into thin air as though it had never existed in the first place. It would have been easier to live with the worry of suffering hallucinations than the reality of a stalker—or worse.

Once again, I considered calling the police. If I did, I’d have to show them my license. When they found out I was a stripper, they’d blame me. After all, I made a living teasing men.

The police would make assumptions—likely accurate ones—about who might target me. How long would it take them to stop caring about who had sent the flowers and focus on my behavior instead? I clenched my teeth.

It happened all too often to the other girls working the clubs. When they were raped, it was considered a risk of the business. When a girl was stalked, raped, or worse, too many believed she was at fault for putting her body on sale in the first place.

I would be no different.

Sighing my resignation, I abandoned the idea as a lost cause. Even if I went to the police, what could they do? They’d probably tell me to stay home and avoid going anywhere alone. It would be good advice, but advice I couldn’t follow even if I wanted to.

I had no one, not really.

Three years living in Las Vegas hadn’t changed my solitary tendencies. I knew people, and some of them I even knew by their real names. Isabella came to mind; at the clubs, she went by the name of Slink, which perfectly described her relationship with the pole. She had rubber for bones, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t match her when I danced. I took comfort in the fact there were few who could, which made losing tips to her a little easier to swallow.

Sighing, I checked my calendar for my work schedule, wrinkling my nose at the back-to-back shift. In the early evening, I’d work my primary club. Afterwards, I’d hike down Las Vegas Boulevard to dance a gig as a showgirl. With luck, I’d pick up a few extra bucks on the way from tourists wanting to have their picture taken with me.

Tourists liked my blonde and blue hair; it made me stand out in a city full of women wearing bikinis decorated with sequins and feathers.

Once I finished dancing as a showgirl, I’d return to the club and strip until the boss kicked me out or I lacked the strength to stand. With my luck, it’d be the former. If I lucked out and the latter happened, I’d have enough money to pay my bills plus fit in a trip to the grocery store. Determined to have more than nickels and dimes in my bank account, I packed my best costumes and braved the streets.

After an hour of carrying a costume bag on the bus, I wished I could afford to live closer to the strip. I stared up at the neon lights of the club, sighed, and headed for the back employee entrance. In a way, I was relieved I was the only regular on shift; the new girls either ignored me or scorned me as competition, and I wasn’t beholden to any of them to teach them how to stoke a man or woman’s interest.

It gave me time to think, which was as much of a blessing as it was a curse. Who would send me a funeral urn? Why? I had been careful about avoiding any situation that forced me to reject men. The few times I had worked nights as a prostitute, I had done so out of desperation.

Even then, I had been cautious about who I slept with, careful to choose men who wouldn’t linger in the city. They considered me a conquest and nothing more. I hated it almost as much as I hated the daily grind of stripping, using my love of dance and perverting it for the pleasure of men and women alike.

I browsed through the racks of extra costumes, sighing my resignation.

Who would send me an urn? Why?

Had a Vegas local done it? I shivered, and despite knowing I shouldn’t, I again considered whether or not to call the police. If they checked my license, the lie of my life would be exposed.

I, Sara Madison, hadn’t existed until three years ago when I had chosen to become another statistic, a good girl turned bad, nothing more than a runaway lost to the night. Who I had been was as dead as any corpse, suiting the urn waiting for me on my coffee table.

Shivering, I pulled down a gauzy gown from the rack. It shimmered under the light, leaving skin and lingerie a mystery while revealing enough to entice most. I could dance without doing more than letting it fall open to swirl around my legs and accomplish as much for my audience as stripping entirely. Over the course of my shift, I would reveal more and more. When I finished my dance, I’d deny them that last glimpse of skin they so desired.

It’d likely leave my boss angry if he was watching from the second story balcony suite, but I didn’t care. If he fired me, my night’s earnings would get me a bus ticket somewhere—maybe. I sighed, changed into my best lingerie, and slipped into the gown.

A tentative touch at my elbow drew me from my thoughts. One of the new girls stared at me. She had a pretty enough face with the pasty complexion and dull-eyed gaze of someone who had taken a few too many shots of some needle. Swallowing, she glanced over her shoulder and whispered, “Does it ever stop?”

I took in all of the girls, most of them subdued and quiet, leaving me to wonder what had happened before I had arrived. It was one of the smartest questions I had heard from a new girl.

There were so many things that could have happened at the club. Had the boss sent one of the new girls home with a client? Had another drunk causing trouble and assaulting one of the girls? A hundred and one different things could have happened before my arrival. So long as we stayed our course, nothing would stop and nothing would change. I would remain a ghost living off the table scraps of the wealthy club owners of Vegas. With luck, so would the other girls.

The alternative was far worse—and far more likely to happen. The girl would probably be sold to someone looking to drown their misery in sex and drugs.

“No,” I answered, surprising myself with my honesty. “It never stops.”

Even if my ashes one day filled the urn on my coffee table, someone else would take my place at the club. The neon lights would keep on shining, with or without me. I headed for the stage to lose myself in the dance.
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For a weeknight, the club was busy, which gave me some hope of having a better than normal month. Determined to forget about the trouble waiting for me at home, I asked the DJ to play something with beat and spice so I could dance flamenco with the pole.

For a little while, I’d forget. I’d forget I put myself on display most nights as a sexual commodity for the chance to go to school and make a real future for myself. If I wanted to be able to afford any classes at all next semester, I needed to dance so well I turned every head in the club.

To do that, I needed someone to dance for.

A sensual woman didn’t sigh or sulk on stage, so I lifted my chin, dredged up the remnants of my pride, and searched the crowds for a man worth watching, one who made my blood burn in my veins and tempted me into reconsidering my stance against love or lust at first sight.

Maybe there were a lot of men gambling on the floor, but as always, they were all too something for my liking; some were too tall, some were too dark, some were too light, some were bodybuilders and their too apparent strength worried me. Some of the men simply gave me a bad feeling, and I turned my attention away from them before they noticed my gaze on them.

A flash of yellow from the front row gambling tables drew my eye. At first I thought it was the glimmer of gold from a tie clip or a watch. When I couldn’t find the source of the color, I made the mistake of meeting the stare of one of the men.

His amber eyes bore into me, and the only thing that kept me dancing was momentum. My body remembered what to do while my mind went blank. There was something about him, something that was right in all of the ways the other men were wrong; he was tall enough, I could tell by the way he slouched at the gambling table so he wouldn’t tower over the man seated beside him. He was dark, but not in the beach boy way; a little bit of olive and a little bit of bronze spoke of some European descent—Italian, if my guess was right.

There was something nice about his mouth; he didn’t smile, but I had the feeling if he did, I’d be in real trouble. If he smiled for me, would his eyes brighten and burn even hotter?

I wanted to find out, and I didn’t even know why.

There were better looking men on the floor, including the man seated beside him. I forced my eyes away as I swirled around my pole, sending the hem of the gauzy, shimmering gown flaring out around me. I stole another glance.

The man with the bright amber eyes listened to his companion, who frowned ever so slightly. There was something odd about both of them, as though they both smoldered and were on the edge of bursting into flame. The other clients gave them both a wide berth, perhaps afraid of being burned.

When I caught the man with the amber eyes watching me, I smiled and danced for him.
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The amber-eyed man and his companion gambled the night away, but through it all, neither smiled. Something bothered them, something their tumblers of whiskey couldn’t make them forget. They brooded, and my recognition of it both bothered and delighted me.

I didn’t care so much about his brown-eyed friend; I wanted to make the man I had chosen to dance for smile. He was like a stone, and if only I could crack through his sullen exterior, I’d find something interesting beneath. Would he be some shining gemstone, or would he be a precious metal, strong yet beautiful?

I wanted to know.

He didn’t smile for me by my last dance, and flustered, frustrated, and disappointed, I retreated to the dressing room to prepare for my next gig down the strip. The new girls stared at me as I changed into my sequins and feathers for my showgirl gig.

“Are you supposed to do that?” one of them demanded, scowling at me.

Startled from my thoughts, I stared at her in confusion, wondering what she was talking about. Then I realized she meant my clothes and not my fixation on the amber-eyed man from the crowd. I flushed.

“If you don’t like it, take it up with the boss, sweetheart,” I replied, and because I’d seen what jealousy caused time and time again, I locked my things in the locker I shared with Danny. When the other woman came on shift, she’d see my things and take the hint to protect her things. I shook my head. The new girls had no idea what they were getting themselves into working for the club’s boss—and no idea why it was a bad idea to alienate the regulars.

They’d learn soon enough.

At least I had some guarantee I wouldn’t be going home with a man of the boss’s choosing. I had made it clear when I had been hired; if I didn’t approve of the man, I wouldn’t leave the club with him.

In a way, it surprised me the boss had agreed—and had kept his word so far.

I think it helped, in the rare times I did need the money, I wasn’t above discreetly telling the boss between acts who I’d consider going home with. If the amber-eyed man had been alone, I would’ve left the boss a note. If I didn’t have a gig preventing me from heading home—to his, preferably—I might’ve made the effort to catch him.

Muttering curses at myself, I finished putting on my makeup for my next gig, double-checked I had locked all of my things away, and left. It was fully dark, but the lights of the hotels and casinos on Las Vegas Boulevard illuminated my path. The evening was cool for Vegas, bringing the tourists out in droves. With the surge of the transient population came the locals dressed in costumes hunting a quick buck from those easily manipulated.

Still annoyed and frustrated with my failure to make the amber-eyed man smile even a little, I abandoned my plan to try to make a few extra bucks by posing with tourists.

“Excuse me, Miss. Could I bother you for a photo?” The man’s velvet smooth tenor coupled with a light touch at my elbow brought me to a halt. Startled, I turned.

The amber-eyed man’s friend offered a faint smile, holding a cell phone in one hand. Behind him, the one I had danced for rubbed his temples, sighed, and to my amazement, his cheeks darkened in a blush.

“Sure, of course,” I murmured, smiling back. Once again, I found myself sneaking peeks, wishing I had Isabella’s straight-forward courage and promiscuous nature. She would, without a doubt, sleep with both of them without a second thought. “With your friend as well?”

“If you wouldn’t mind.”

There was an art in grabbing a passerby to take a photo, and using my best smile as a weapon, I picked out a pair of women who lagged behind those eager to reach their next destination. After a brief explanation and agreeing to have a picture taken with them as well, I joined the two men.

I delighted in the way the man I had danced for shuffled with nervous energy, as though he wanted to get close for the photograph but didn’t quite dare. Determined to make use of my last chance to work a smile out of him, I took his hand, guided it around my back, and stepped to his side. So his friend didn’t feel left out, I pulled him to me as well, though he needed little encouragement to join us.

The women I had recruited laughed.

“Smile, boys. There aren’t many showgirls so pretty, and you’ll be glad you got a pic with one of the best in town. You’ll see.” Winking at me, the woman lifted the phone to take a picture.

Both men looked startled, and I wiggled my feathers, bumping my hips against them in turn. “Smile real nice and I’ll have them take individual photos. I’ll let you get shots of the feathers in their full glory.”

The amber eyes I so liked widened, and he cracked a little, the corners of his mouth twitching upwards. “You have very nice… feathers.” The subtle pause and the way he hesitated, his cheeks darkening further, drew a laugh out of me. His voice was a little deeper than his friend’s, and there was something sultry about the way he spoke.

I had no doubts he’d been admiring something other than my costume’s feathers, but I didn’t mind in the slightest. His embarrassment charmed me almost as much as the warmth of his hand on my side, which was a perfect match for the heat in his amber eyes.

It surprised me when I was disappointed he didn’t ask for my company. I was too much of a coward to ask him to either come to the show or meet me somewhere later. I cursed myself all the way to my gig, wondering why I had let him affect me so much.

I had wanted a man to dance for, not one to lust after. At least I was safe from loving him.

Love at first sight only happened in fairy tales. I’d been around Vegas long enough to know that. Lust, at least, didn’t last for long. After a cold shower, I’d come back to my senses.

All it took was a single glance at a street vendor weaving palm frond roses to remember what waited for me at home. The cold of my dread and worry erased the warmth of the man’s touch until only a pleasant, fading memory remained.


Chapter Two
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When I returned home long after midnight, a bouquet of blue roses waited on my doorstep. Beside them was a golden hourglass, and all of its sand had settled to the bottom. Once again, I had to choose whether to step over them or take them into my apartment with me. Sighing, I unlocked my door, picked them up, and deposited them on the table along with the black roses and the urn.

Prison time for having a fake identity was starting to sound better and better. I stared at my phone, wondering if I had the courage to call the police. Maybe they wouldn’t discover I was a runaway hiding from the life I had left behind. Maybe they wouldn’t look too hard at my license, which matched every other Nevada license I had ever seen. Maybe they wouldn’t dig at my past in their efforts to find out who was leaving me gifts or—as I feared—threats.

Well-intentioned gifts didn’t leave my stomach cramping with dread. I didn’t even know what blue roses stood for, but they unnerved me. I drew a deep breath.

I took cold comfort in one fact: my parents wouldn’t send obscure gifts. They would send armed bodyguards with orders to haul me back to New York in manacles and chains if necessary. They’d make no secret about who was after me and why.

My father had ruled with an iron hand, and I still bore the scars from when I had defied him for the last time. I still had nightmares sometimes about the way his face had contorted in his rage. Why he had turned his blow aside at the last minute, striking my upper arm instead of my face, I never understood.

I hadn’t stuck around long enough to ask, either, taking what money I could get my hands on and heading west, too afraid to stay, too afraid to ask for forgiveness, and later too afraid to go crawling back home, not that my parents would accept me back anyway. It had been my fault for choosing a boyfriend my father didn’t approve of and pursuing a relationship despite his protests.

It had also been my fault when my father’s opinions about Rory had proved correct.

Rory hadn’t just cheated on me; he had done so with one of the few people I had considered a friend. Melancholy settled over me, and with a sigh, I took hold of the hourglass and flipped it over. A folded note was taped to the bottom.

I ignored it, instead focusing my attention on the flowing sand.

It was a true hourglass, and as the minutes slipped by, I wondered why someone would give me something so valuable—or threaten to take away what time I had left. What had I done to earn such a thing?

Neither the hourglass nor urn looked cheap, and the roses were all in bloom, each blossom without blemish. Muttering curses at myself for my cowardice, I stabbed the stems of the blue roses in with the black and contemplated throwing them in the nearest dumpster and shattering the urn just to feel it break in my hands.

I set the hourglass on its side and went to bed.

Maybe tomorrow I would figure out what to do—if there was anything I could do.
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Every time I fell asleep, I jerked awake at the faintest sound, and the fear someone lurked outside my apartment tightened my chest until I couldn’t lie still. I got out of bed and paced, halting to stare at the phone.

If I called the cops, maybe I could find some way to get help without them discovering the truth about who I was, how I had started working the strip at seventeen, and that I had run away from home. I was twenty-one despite my license saying twenty-four.

Being a runaway wasn’t a big deal; in the eyes of the law, I was an adult.

If they discovered the truth, I could tell them why. Maybe they’d take pity on me. Maybe they wouldn’t, and if they didn’t, I didn’t know what would happen. I headed to the phone, picked it up, and listened to the dial tone.

Instead of calling the police, I dialed Isabella’s number. My fellow stripper was the only one who knew when I had come to Vegas—and why. On the third ring, she answered, “Hello?”

“Can I come over?” I asked, twisting around to stare at the flowers, the urn, and the hourglass. “I need your help.”

Isabella yawned, mumbled something, and asked, “Do you know what time it is?”

“Get the hell out of my apartment before the boogey man gets me time,” I snapped, shivering.

That got my co-worker and friend’s attention. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ll show you. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“Okay, I’m home. You’ll be here in an hour or so?”

With the latest addition to the collection, I decided I would substantially lessen the risks of crossing town. “Twenty minutes. I’m catching a cab.”

“Okay. I’ll see you soon, then.”

“Thanks.” I hung up and headed into my bedroom, grabbing a gym bag so I could pack the urn, the roses, and the hourglass inside. After they were out of sight, I called for a cab. While waiting for it to arrive, I packed some clothes and my costumes.

Isabella would know what to do—and she could help me find a new apartment I could afford.
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A single red rose was on my doorstep when the cab arrived. I stooped down and closed my fingers around the thorny stem. Shoving it in my purse, I headed to the car and let myself in the back, tossing my bags on the seat. I gave the driver Isabella’s address, hoping I wasn’t making a mistake.

I couldn’t resist the urge to check over my shoulder, and I breathed a sigh of relief. If someone was following me, the cab driver either lost them or they hid themselves too well for me to spot. When the cab pulled up in front of Isabella’s apartment building, I gave him a tip, grabbed my bags, and hurried to the front door, punching in the code for her apartment.

She buzzed me in. I bolted for the elevator, pressing the button until the door dinged and let me in. The ride to the top floor was excruciating, and by the time I arrived, I was shaking from head to toe. At least Isabella’s apartment wasn’t far from the elevators.

Had it been on the other side of the building, I doubted I would make it before my legs gave out from under me. I knocked once before Isabella yanked the door open.

“What’s wrong?” she demanded, and before I could say a word, she took both of my bags. “It’s not like you to call at five in the morning asking for anything, let alone for help.”

The only time I had asked for help was three years ago when I didn’t dare use my New York ID to find work in Las Vegas. Isabella had been the one to hook me up with my fake license so I could try to make a living. I sighed and slumped down on her tattered couch. “I think someone’s stalking me.”

“You think? You’re not sure?”

I pointed at the bag containing the urn and hourglass. “I found that shit on my doorstep the past two mornings. The red rose was there when I left to come here.”

While I watched, Isabella set my bag on her coffee table and started digging out the items left on my doorstep.

It always baffled me how few ethnic women worked the major clubs on the strip; while every club had one or two, the bosses played to the desires of the affluent white men who wanted young, pretty girls. In a way, Isabella was lucky.

She was a mix, which gave her the almost ethereal beauty of the Hispanic partnered with the paler skin too many rich white men lusted for. She came across as exotic, but not too exotic. Maybe her presence had been the reason the boss kept me on despite my refusal to whore myself out each and every night.

After setting the urn and hourglass on the table, she dumped out the bouquet of roses; some fell to the floor, and the rest blanketed the dark wood in black, blue, and green. She stared at me, her face paling several shades.

“I think this goes beyond stalking, Sara.”

Drawing a deep breath, I told her how I had found the items and warned her about the blood on the black roses. She peeled away the note on the bottom of the hourglass and opened it. Her brows furrowed. “It’s blank.”

“Who goes through the trouble of leaving something like that with a blank note?” I muttered, crossing my arms over my chest. “This is ridiculous.”

“It’s creepy as hell,” Isabella said, tossing the card onto the table. “What are you going to do?”

“Well, I can’t call the cops. They’ll take one good look at my ID, start looking around, and realize it’s a fake.” I sighed, shaking my head. “I don’t know what to do. Maybe I can find a cheap apartment somewhere else in town and keep out of sight for a while.”

“You’re not exactly high profile as it is, girl. Sure, you’re a regular at some of the clubs and casinos, but you don’t exactly draw attention to yourself. Where the hell are you going to find an apartment you can afford? You can barely afford the one you have now. Prices haven’t exactly gone down in the past three years.”

As always, the scorn in Isabella’s words cut deep; if I sold my body like she did, I’d be able to afford a nicer place. I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I glared at the urn and hourglass, tempted to take out my frustrations on them. After drawing several deep breaths, I sighed. “I know. I could pick up extra shifts to make up for it.”

“You’d have to quit school. You already do nothing more than work, go to class, and study. You do have to sleep.”

I flinched. While she was right, I couldn’t think of any alternatives. “I’ll make it work somehow. Can I stay here until I find a new place?”

“Yeah, sure. Just don’t let your trouble come knocking at my door. Oh, well. At least my building has security, unlike your dive.”

If I were willing to go home with men most nights, I could probably afford to live in a nice apartment like Isabella did. She spent more nights away with clients than she did at home. “I don’t want this trouble knocking at my door either,” I muttered.

“I’ll ask around and see if I can find any leads on a place you can afford. No promises, but I’ll try.”

I forced a smile for her benefit. “Thanks, I owe you.”

Snorting, Isabella shoveled the roses, urn, and hourglass back into my gym bag. “Like hell you do. It’s about time you asked me for something. When is your next shift?”

I had left my calendar in my apartment in my hurry to get out. Frowning, I tried to remember. “I think I start at four. I’ll need to get a new copy of my shifts; I left my schedule at my apartment.”

“Did you leave anything important behind?”

I considered the bag of clothes, sighed, and nodded. “All of my school work.”

Spitting curses, Isabella paced her living room, halting at the window to stare out over the city. “I’ll go with you after shift; I’m starting at six. Stick around at the club; we’ll go to your apartment together. Safety in numbers.”

I nodded. “Okay. Thanks, Isa.”

“Just don’t turn this into a habit.”

I had no intention of doing so, but I also refused to make a promise I couldn’t keep, so I remained quiet.
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Sleep eluded me. By the time I needed to leave for work, I was so exhausted I considered calling in sick. I couldn’t afford to, and swallowing back my urge to sigh, I got ready to leave. Isabella frowned at me, grumbled something under her breath, and stomped into her bedroom, pausing at the door.

“It’d be stupid if you went alone. I’ll come in with you and find some way to entertain myself until my shift starts,” she announced, narrowing her eyes at me.

Her declaration was a noose, and it settled around my neck. With sinking certainty, I knew I had done a lot more than ask for her help; no matter what she had said last night, I would be repaying her for a long time to come.

“I’ll make it up to you,” I promised.

“I’m sure you will. You may not be good for cash, but you’ll figure something out. You always do.” Isabella’s smile didn’t reach her eyes, and with a quiet huff, she vanished into her bedroom.

Isabella was ready within five minutes, which made me suspect she had intended to go to work with me from the start. Annoyed at her prodding but too grateful to say a word about it, I grabbed my purse and my gym bag with my work clothes.

“We’ll cab,” my friend said before placing a call on her cell to summon a driver. I grimaced, wondering how I would be able to afford my share of it and have money left over to eat. Instead of complaining, I clenched my teeth.

Protesting wouldn’t do me any good. It was the one thing we never agreed on, although our friendship had survived the burden of our differing perspectives on money and how far we’d go to acquire it.

So long as I didn’t say anything she perceived as a criticism of her lifestyle, we’d get along. All I had to do was make myself scarce if she brought a client home with her and stay quiet. I had no idea what I was going to do about college; did my gift-giver know where I went to school? The semester would end soon enough, if I could avoid whoever was leaving the roses at my door. Once exams were over, I could reevaluate my classes. Missing a semester of courses wouldn’t kill me.

Making myself an easy target might.

By the time the cab arrived, I was second-guessing going into work at all. Isabella glared at me, pointed at the car, and tapped her foot. I sighed and got in.

“Relax,” Isabella ordered, prodding me in the side with her elbow. “We both need a good shift tonight, especially if I can’t work clients.”

“You can if you need to. I’ll stay near the casinos until you’re finished—or stay in the lobby at your place.”

She considered me for a long moment before nodding her satisfaction. “We’ll figure it out. At least I don’t have to tell you to stay close at home.”

The jab at my lack of prostitution work was gentle compared to her normal barbs, but I flinched regardless. Last night, if I had found the courage, I would have considered going home with the amber-eyed man to see if I could coax a real smile out of him.

If I had known what was waiting for me at home, I would’ve gone home with him for free.

I felt like a fool for even thinking about him. I didn’t have room in my life for one-night stands, and taking home interesting men, while good for business, was bad in all other ways. I could barely afford to keep myself. There was no way in hell I was going to rely on some man I had picked up on the strip.

In my line of work, sleeping with men was business only.

Unfortunately for me, I wanted something more than a never-ending chain of trysts. The few times I had prostituted in desperation, the hope my partner wanted something more than a one-night stand proved my undoing. I sighed, staring out the window as the cab zipped across the city towards the strip.

Maybe if I were willing to compromise my prudish, old-fashioned ways, I wouldn’t have someone stalking me—or wanting me dead. The driver came to a halt outside of the casino closest to the club, and I dug through my purse for several bills from last night’s work. Isabella waved me off, paying the driver as well as tipping him.

“Just this once,” she informed me, gracing me with a smile.

I flushed. “Thanks.”

In a way, I wished she hadn’t covered my half of the bill; Isabella had a way of turning a fifteen dollar debt into a hundred dollar profit for herself. Unless I had good luck and soon, I would likely owe Isabella every extra cent I’d make for a year in order to repay her for her kindness.

Without her, I wouldn’t have been able to make a life for myself in the city. Without her, I wouldn’t have been able to attend college at all. Despite knowing that, I couldn’t deny the truth.

Everything in Vegas had a price—even friendship.

All I could do was hope her help wouldn’t cost more than I was willing to pay. At least I had some hope, which made me smile. When I needed her, she was there.
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The night passed in a blur. After the mysterious amber-eyed man and his elusive smile, none of the men in the club were worth dancing for, and my work suffered from my lack of interest and enthusiasm. Isabella didn’t do much better than I did, and after an afternoon and early evening of lackluster tips, we mutually gave up; she gave the last two hours of her shift to one of the new girls.

“We’ll go to your place and grab your books,” she said, herding me to the line for a cab. “Won’t be able to take everything, but at least you won’t have to go without your important things. Between the two of us, we can take quite a bit.”

“I can replace my books. We don’t have to go,” I protested, shaking my head at the thought of returning to my apartment. “This is a stupid idea.”

If there were more roses and threats waiting on my doorstep, I didn’t want to know about them.

“Don’t try to feed me that shit. You’ve been working yourself to death trying to go to college. You need those books and your notes. Face it; you can’t afford to blow a single semester or you’ll be sixty before you graduate and can get out of our business. You’ll be wrinkled and old, unable to find a husband—and don’t you glare at me. We both know you want to settle down. Stop worrying. We’ll be together. Your place isn’t in that bad of a part of town. If that ass left something, ignore it. We’ll get in, grab the important stuff, and get out. It’s not too late, and it’s not a long walk to the cab stand near your place. We’ll be fine.”

I had no idea where Isabella got her confidence from, but I recognized a lost cause when I saw it. Isabella’s dark eyes held no room for compromise, so I sighed and nodded. “I guess.”

I still thought it was a stupid and dangerous idea, but I didn’t have the courage to fight her on it.

Isabella smiled at me. “It’s probably some rich fucker who got pissed you didn’t go home with him. Next time, just go home with him and take his money. You’ll avoid a lot of problems that way.”

In a way, she was probably right. While some girls ran into trouble prostituting in town, STDs and unwanted pregnancies were the most notable risks. Even though I didn’t prostitute often, I made room in the budget for the good birth control—and I was careful about who I went home with.

Unlike many of the girls I knew, I was clean, and I meant to stay that way.

To even the scales, I paid for the cab ride to my place, earning a glare from Isabella. I scowled back at her and slid out of the car. Once the cab pulled away, Isabella braced her hands on her hips and stared at my apartment building.

“Your place kinda does look like a great location for a horror flick.”

“Thanks so much for that,” I muttered, stomping up the walkway towards my apartment.

The bouquet of roses waiting for me was excessive; dozens of red blossoms were ringed with white. The flowers rested on a bed of ferns. Golden ribbons bound the whole thing together.

“Someone either likes you a lot or really, really hates you,” Isabella stated, staring down at the bouquet. “That’s insane.”

“Welcome to my life,” I muttered, pulling my keys out of my purse to unlock the door. I opened it, stepping over the roses. “Let’s just get—”

Something sharp stabbed into my side. I drew a breath to scream, but my body refused to cooperate with me. A soft sigh slipped between my lips, and I went numb and limp, my legs giving out beneath me. Moments later, everything went dark.


Chapter Three
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I woke up long before my body acknowledged my control of it. At first, I couldn’t feel anything other than the spasms clenching my muscles. My arms and legs jerked of their own volition, and each movement sent pain lancing up and down my spine.

If I could have screamed, I would have.

I had no idea how long I drifted, unable to escape from the pain of my convulsing muscles, unable to open my eyes, and unable to do anything other than wait. I tried to count the seconds, but I hurt too much to concentrate for long. When I finally won some control over my body, all I could do was lie still and fight to catch my breath.

I opened my eyes to darkness, which frightened a gasp out of me. I blinked, and when my eyelashes caught on material, I realized I was blindfolded. The fabric was so soft and plush on my skin I didn’t notice it until I tried to move my head and the cloth shifted. A glimmer of light peeked through a gap in the blindfold. The ringing in my ears drowned out all other sound, if there was any.

I wiggled my fingers, and relieved I could move, I shifted my weight. My wrists were bound together in front of me, and the bristles of cheap hemp rope dug into my skin.

My fear rose. I had been right to be afraid. I had been right to want to avoid my home.

Because of my inability to stand up to Isabella, because of my foolish trust she knew best, I had doomed us both. Was my friend already dead because of me?

All of the things I should have done rattled around in my head until I was smothered by the weight of my guilt and despair. Why hadn’t I protested more?

I could have replaced my notes and my books. The costs of their replacements would have left me pinching pennies, but it was a price I could pay; I couldn’t afford losing Isabella.

She was the only real friend I had, no matter how we had met—or that her friendship had been bought.

Whoever had kidnapped me wasn’t very smart or was confident I wouldn’t escape. While my hands were bound, there was nothing preventing me from pulling off my blindfold, which I did. The bright light hurt my eyes, and squinting, I took in my surroundings.

I was sprawled on a hardwood floor in a small room straight out of a Wild West cabin. A couch with gaudy floral print took up most of the space, accompanied by a saddle hung over a wooden rack and a bearskin rug. Isabella was bound next to me, and she was also blindfolded with her hands tied in front of her.

Our kidnapper hadn’t bothered to bind our feet. I rolled onto my back, searching for any signs of anyone else in the room with us.

All was quiet.

Relieved, I examined the ropes binding my hands together. The knot was placed on the far side of my wrists, which would have made it difficult to reach with my teeth if I weren’t so flexible. Twisting my arms until they creaked in their sockets, I positioned the knot where I could get a good look at it and went to work.

The hemp’s bristles made the process painful, and by the time I loosened the first loop, my lips were bleeding. I’d be picking hemp out for weeks, but if I could escape my ties, I might live long enough to worry about my mouth. After the first part of the knot came undone, the rest unraveled, allowing me to yank my hands free. I grabbed hold of Isabella’s wrists, attacking the knotted rope with my nails. It didn’t take long to release her. I saved the blindfold for last, and when I pulled it from her face, she stared at me with a dull, dazed expression.

“Shh,” I hissed.

Her eyes widened, and after a moment, she nodded. With her confusion written plainly on her face, she rubbed her wrists, staring around the room. “What happened?” she whispered.

“I don’t know.” I sat up, grimacing at the throb in my side. I lifted my tank-top, staring at the pair of puncture marks and bruising marking my ribs.

Isabella sucked in a breath, touching my side. “Taser.”

“You too?”

Grimacing, my friend reached up and touched the back of her head. “Someone hit me. I heard the crack and the thump of you falling. I tried to run, but it was too late.”

Some people would have been offended by being abandoned, but I appreciated Isabella’s blunt honesty. I didn’t expect her to endanger herself, although her efforts hadn’t saved her.

We were friends, but there were limits. Money couldn’t buy everything.

“I shouldn’t have gotten you involved,” I mumbled.

“You did say you thought it was a bad idea.” Isabella wrinkled her nose. “I should have listened. Forget it. Let’s bust this joint while we can.”

Maybe Isabella had been hit in the head, but I needed her help to get to my feet and stay there. My muscles trembled and twitched as though electricity still coursed through me. A storm door set beside a curtained window promised freedom. We staggered to it, and holding up her hand in warning, Isabella peeked outside.

The sun burned over the desert, and for as far as I could see, there was nothing but dry, cracked ground and craggy stones jutting up from the barren landscape. My mouth dropped open.

The door wasn’t locked, and with a dismayed cry, Isabella stepped outside. The cabin wasn’t much larger than a shed, and the desert loomed all around us. The oppressive, relentless heat drove my friend back inside the cabin’s welcoming cool.

“What the fuck?” Closing the door, she checked over the rest of the cabin, which consisted of a tiny bedroom, an even smaller kitchenette, and a bathroom with a shower stall.

Through the bathroom window, I saw a long line of electric poles stretching across the desert. I pointed at it. “Must be something that way.”

“Are you stupid? We’ll die trying to cross the desert like this. There’s nothing in here we can use to carry water. We have no idea where we are.” Isabella glared at me before returning to the main sitting room, flopping down on the couch. “We’re stuck.”

Something about the way she gave up without even attempting to free herself pissed me off. I swayed but remained standing, staring at her for a long moment. I clenched my teeth.

As her friend, I shouldn’t have even considered leaving her behind, but I was tired. I was tired of being pushed around. I was tired of being afraid. I was tired of being a second-rate citizen compared to her; she was beautiful, smarter than I ever hoped to be, and willing to do whatever it took to advance her wealth and social standing.

I had left that life behind, renouncing it when I ran away from New York to escape my father’s fury at my poor choices and his overbearing, controlling behavior.

If I had to choose between staying a hostage or dying in the desert, it wasn’t a difficult choice to make. It was a stupid decision to make, but I was beyond caring.

I would rather die free. Maybe she was content to wait for her fate, but I wasn’t.

Lifting my chin, I glared down my nose at Isabella. “No, Isabella. You’re stuck.”

Isabella’s eyes widened and her mouth hung open, though she didn’t say a word. Satisfied I had made my point clear, I stomped to the door and flung it open.

A man stood in the doorway, watching me with a faint smile on his lips and a gleam in his blue eyes. Recognition drove me back several steps, and with my heart in my throat, I spluttered.

The years had refined Rory, smoothing away the rough edges that had appealed to me when I had met him at sixteen. Instead of the tattered t-shirt he had once favored, he wore a black suit and a pristine white shirt. Desert sand dusted his legs. When he strode towards me, I backed away, shaking my head in denial.

He halted in the center of the room, sliding his hands into his pockets. He considered me before flashing his best smile at Isabella.

“Well, well, well,” he murmured. “It seems you ladies were industrious while I was gone. Pardon my rude invitation. I didn’t think you’d accept if I went about it the normal way.” Rory turned his attention to me, and there was something predatory about the way he grinned at me. “You’ve gotten prettier, Sara. I hadn’t thought it possible. I like your hair. It suits you.”

My legs gave out beneath me and I sank to the floor, staring up at the blond-haired, blue-eyed man I had defied my parents for, only to have him cheat on me the same day my father’s rage had left my arm scarred and broken. While the hairline crack had healed, the memory of its pain remained.

As the shock wore off, my fury at his betrayal washed through me, giving me the strength to get to my feet. I shook from head to toe, balling my hands into fists at my side. “You cheating son of a bitch,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “You left the threats? You disgusting frea—”

When I had known him, Rory had been slow and deliberate in the way he moved. Closing the distance between us in a long stride, he whipped out his arm and cracked the back of his hand across my face. My head snapped to the side from the force of the blow, and I staggered. He grabbed hold of my upper arm, his fingers closing around the injury my father had give me three years before.

Without his hold on me, I would have fallen. Blood streamed down my chin from where his blow had split my lip.

“Watch your mouth,” he snapped. The sound that came out of his throat wasn’t human; it was an animal’s growl, and it sent shivers racing through me. “You should be grateful. I could have decided to simply kill your friend, but I thought you’d appreciate her company.”

“Jesus Christ!” Isabella gasped out, rising to her feet.

Without hesitation, Rory pulled a gun from his pocket, pointing it at my friend. “Sit down and be quiet, ma’am. This doesn’t involve you at the moment. This is between me and Sara.”

Isabella’s face paled, and she sank down onto the couch without a word.

“Why did you leave me?” The way Rory’s eyes bore into me chilled me to the bone.

Instead of a sane woman’s fear, my rage, disgust, and self-loathing smothered all of my other emotions. My anger won, and I lifted my hand to mouth, pressing my palm to the wound to staunch the flow of blood. All of the things I had wanted to scream at him years ago bubbled out of me in a relentless flood. “Why would I stay with a cheating bastard like you? I told you. I told you from the start. All I wanted from you was your loyalty. You sold yourself pretty cheap to that other girl, didn’t you? Didn’t think I’d catch you in the act, did you? How did she get you? Did she buy you a couple of shots? Maybe drugs you couldn’t afford? Did she let you take her for a ride in your piece of shit car when I wouldn’t? Well? Which was it? Piece of shit cheater. My only regret is that I didn’t run far enough.”

I pulled my hand away from my mouth, turning my palm to him. My blood dripped down my arm, reached my elbow, and fell to the floor.

All of the anger fled from his expression as he stared at my red-stained skin. With a gentle touch, he seized my wrist in one hand and my chin with the other. I froze, trembling at the bruising strength of his grip. “I shouldn’t have hit you.”

“I never should have gotten involved with you. Looks like my father was right.” With far more strength than I thought I possessed, I ripped my hand free of his hold. “Let me go. Forget it, Rory. I’ll never take a cheating scumbag like you back.”

“Even if it costs you your life?” he asked, arching a brow. “It might, you know. I have no intention of letting you get away this time. Not after I spent so long hunting you down. I have to give you credit. You did a pretty good job of hiding. Now that I’ve found you, I won’t lose you again.”

“I’d rather die.”

When he backhanded me again, I hit the floor hard, stunned from the force of his blow. For a long moment, I couldn’t even breathe, let alone fight him when he dug his foot into my side and rolled me onto my back. He pressed his shoe between my breasts and pinned me to the floor with his weight. “You will, unless you change your mind,” he promised.
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Breathing hurt, and I had the feeling Rory had broken something pressing down so hard against my chest. Sharp pains blossomed from where he pinned me with his foot, strengthening each time I inhaled. He ignored me, all of his attention focused on Isabella.

The minutes dragged by, until so much time passed my body went numb, and all I was aware of was Rory’s weight crushing my chest. I should have fought him, but as when I had initially woken up, my body refused to obey me.

“After you kill her, are you going to kill me?”

“I don’t want to kill her,” my ex-boyfriend replied, his voice devoid of emotion.

It was the same way my father had sounded in the hours before I had run away from home, leaving New York behind me.

“Doesn’t look that way to me, doll. I’ve seen people die before, and she’s on her way out the door. If you wanted her alive, you wouldn’t be standing on her like that when it’s pretty obvious you’ve hurt her pretty bad.” Isabella laughed, and it was a happy sound. “Figured it’d happen to her one of these days, teasing so many men without putting out for any of them. Hell, I don’t think she’s ever taken one of the poor bastards she’s teased home with her, not even out of pity. Look, I like living. I’ll take you for a ride you’ll never forget, but in exchange, you’ll take me back to the city when you’re done with me. Forget her and come play with me.”

Rory jerked his foot off of me. I shifted my gaze to my friend, wondering if she was backhandedly trying to help me or if she genuinely didn’t care if I died.

The way she smiled, her attention focused entirely on Rory, told me all I needed to know. Her loyalty, such as it was, had come cheap enough.

It shouldn’t have surprised me in the slightest her friendship was just as easily sold when I outlived my usefulness. I should have blamed her, but I couldn’t bring myself to. After all, without me, she wouldn’t have been kidnapped in the first place.

“What’s your name, doll?” Isabella murmured, and she shifted on the couch, as restless as the men we danced for.

“Rory,” my ex replied. “Yours?”

“Isabella, but you can call me Isa, if you’d like. I promise I can do so much better than she ever could.”

I stared up at Rory, and his expression darkened. “I wouldn’t know. I gave her a year, and she wouldn’t have anything to do with sleeping with me.”

The widening of my friend’s eyes was subtle, although her gaze flicked to me before returning to Rory’s face. “As I said, she’s a tease. Shouldn’t be surprised she didn’t put out for her man. I assume you were her man?” Isabella laughed, and I marveled at how much scorn she managed to squeeze into what should have been a happy sound. “I feel for you.”

“She’s hard to get. Doesn’t just spread her legs for anyone,” Rory replied, and he nudged my side with his toe. “You are a pretty woman, Isabella, I’ll give you that much. You tempt me. You’ve seen what I can do, yet you’re offering?”

“Maybe I like playing with fire. Maybe I like the passion of a man capable of what you’ve done. Maybe I want to go home in the morning. She’s too stupid to live, but I’m not like her at all.”

Rory left me on the floor, striding to the couch in three graceful strides. When I had dated him, he had lacked polish. He had changed, shedding his rough exterior and hiding his ugliness behind a pretty face and well-made suit.

Maybe that’s how he had trapped me in the first place. When I had known him, I had always believed his outer shell made of ill-contained violence masked a better man. He had been my flame, and I had wanted to dig deeper to bring out another side of him.

Isabella was right; I was too stupid to live. The first of my mistakes had been to trust him. Putting so much faith in her had been my second.

They were perfect for each other, and I hoped when they eventually took others home with them, they felt the bitter bite of betrayal. I tried to sit up, but the pain in my chest and side flattened me, leaving me helpless on the floor. My breathing rattled, as though his foot had forced pieces of bone into my lungs.

Rory reached for Isabella, and she played him as she did every other lonely man seeking her attention for a night. It took one kiss for them to forget my presence. While they lost themselves in their passion, I found the strength and will to crawl out of the cabin despite my pain.
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Night fell over the desert and stole away the sun’s heat, leaving me to freeze instead of burn. The moon was yet to rise, but a pale glimmer in the distance promised it would hang heavy in the sky soon enough. I sank to the ground, staring dully at the stars. So far from the city, their light was pure and strong, and I marveled at their vast number. The haze of the Milky Way curved from horizon to horizon.

Sharp pain stabbed through my chest, and my body trembled and twitched when I struggled to rise to my feet.

I knew I needed to get up. If I didn’t, I really would die. Tears of frustration, anger, and defeat burned my eyes. Las Vegas should have been far enough to put my father and Rory behind me. I couldn’t afford to go to the doctor to find out how badly he’d hurt me even if I did manage to make it out of the desert alive.

I could barely afford to feed myself. With Rory around, I would have to move again, assuming I found some way to escape.

My doubts weighed me down, and I stared dully at the sky. I had escaped the cabin while Isabella had spread her legs for Rory to survive. How far would she go to live?

Probably a lot further than I would.

“You made it pretty far,” Rory said from behind me. I twisted around.

Agony stabbed through my chest again, and bursts of white blinded me. My breath caught in my throat and robbed me of the ability to cry out. When the pain eased, I was lying on my side, shuddering in the aftermath.

Rory stood over me, his white shirt undone and wrinkled, and Isabella hovered beside him, staring down at me with a frown.

“Can’t keep your pants on, can you? Pitiful,” I hissed through clenched teeth. “You’ll find out what it’s like soon enough with her around.”

Isabella scowled. “You really will die if you keep talking like that. He’ll consider letting you go if you give him what he wants.”

If she really believed that, she was truly stupid. I didn’t have any hope of it, not for a moment. He had chased me from New York after three years; I believed his cold words far more than her feeble hope for freedom.

I wondered if she realized she had stepped into his trap just as I had.

“Maybe I’ll keep you both, take you home with me, and give you everything you could possibly want. I’ve changed, Sara. I’ve changed in more ways than you could possibly imagine.” Rory crouched at my side, seizing my chin. “All you have to do is ask it of me.”

I should have been torn on the matter, but the decision came easily. “Sorry, not interested.”

There were some choices I refused to have taken from me, and I wasn’t going to sacrifice my freedom for my life. I knew what he was capable of; if I survived, my face would scar from his blows.

Even if I got away from him, I didn’t know how badly he had hurt my chest. It hurt to breathe and I wheezed with every inhale.

“Don’t be like this, Sara,” he said, prodding me with his toe. “You could find out just how good of a man I can be instead of wasting your life being stubborn.”

“Just leave her,” Isabella muttered.

I forced myself to sit up. “You? A good man?”

A laugh tickled my throat, bubbled out of me, and despite the pain it caused, I couldn’t stop my mirth from escaping my lips.

Instead of the kick I expected, Rory pivoted to face Isabella. He reached for her, and she stepped into his arms. “You said you would do anything to live,” he said, his words rumbling in his chest.

“I did.”

“Do you mean it? If I let you live, you’ll be mine.” Rory laughed, released Isabella, and strode around her in a circle, examining her from head to toe. “You really are a beautiful woman.”

Dragging his toe against the ground, he drew a pattern around her, his steps almost a dance as he circled her round and round.

Despite the darkness, I could see Isabella’s blushed cheeks. My so-called friend turned her gaze to me. “You let this man go? You really are dumb.”

“Maybe if you cared about things other than sex and making a quick buck, you’d see him for the cheating bastard he is,” I replied, and while it hurt, I forced myself to stand. I swayed, but remained upright. Rory paused in his circling Isabella to stare at me. “I thought you were worth more than that.”

“Last chance, Sara. Apologize and beg for my forgiveness.”

“Keep dreaming, asshole,” I snapped. I spun before coming to a halt to stare into the darkness, too exhausted to even think of running although I wanted to. The full moon peeked over the horizon, and it cast a blood-red light over the parched ground. “You should have begged for mine three years ago when you still had a chance. You’re not worth it. You never were.”

“Sara, stop.” The command in Rory’s voice infuriated me into turning to face him. My chest throbbed to the beat of my heart. “I don’t want to have to kill you. I really don’t.”

“You’re such a liar.” That was Rory, through and through. How had I found him so charming so long ago? All I saw in him was the promise of violence I couldn’t escape.

After three years of running, I was tired.

A gleam of light in the corner of my eye drew my attention, and I turned. The blood-red moon rose over the distant hills, its light racing across the desert. Rory laughed, a wild, joyous sound.

I faced him in time to watch him grab Isabella and kiss her, pulling her body close to his. The moonlight stained them with crimson. They cried out and fell to the ground, their bodies twitching and convulsing.

Flesh made way for thick clumps of fur until nothing human remained of either one of them. Two wolves, taller in the shoulder than any dog I’d ever seen, stood where Rory and Isabella had been. When they bared their teeth at me in eerie silence, I saw my death reflected in their golden eyes.

They lunged, sinking their fangs into me. I fell beneath them, and the thirsting ground drank my blood.
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I didn’t want to die, so I became a monster instead.

The how of it was lost to me, but when it was over, I wasn’t alone.

A wolf crawled in my head, howled through my mouth, and sang to the blood moon. We were a creature of the night, and it stained our fur black. The wolf—my wolf—breathed in the scent of blood—my blood—and her rage ignited. Her second cry was a scream for vengeance against the one who had betrayed me.

Through her eyes, I watched Isabella and Rory recoil, their muzzles dripping crimson.

Human eyes couldn’t see in the dark; wolf eyes struggled to distinguish colors. Together, my wolf and I were a perfect being, seeing all in the night. The male wolf was a brindled red and gold, and his mate was the unrefined and dull hues of our lesser cousins.

The wolf within me didn’t care for their names. All she cared about was tearing them apart as they had torn me. She sang to the moon that had birthed her and rejoiced in the thrill of the hunt. We were no longer the prey, and her eagerness washed through me, numbing me to everything but her need for blood—their blood.

She attacked, and their blood washed over my tongue, its sharp sweetness waking a hunger so intense it consumed me from within. The female died first, and the awareness of who—and what—she had once been horrified me.

When the wolf I shared a body with tore out the throat of the male, his death didn’t appease her.

One had been my friend.

One should have been far more than a friend.

She regarded the dead wolves at our paws and danced in their blood, tearing them apart so they couldn’t rise and attack us ever again. When they were dead beyond the moon’s salvation, she howled. Leaving the wolves to the scavengers, the wolf—my wolf—hunted for real prey.
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I slept, and when I woke up, I was sprawled on the cabin floor. Blood caked me from head to toe, cracking where it had dried on my skin. The wolf still lurked within me, and her satisfaction strengthened as she noticed my attention focusing on her.

When I had needed her, she had come, and now that she had me, she wasn’t going to let me go. I shuddered, curling in a ball, but I couldn’t deny her existence. She howled in my head, and the memory of her slaughtering Isabella and Rory returned with chilling clarity.

The wolf—my wolf—had delighted in the kill, and she had offered their bodies to me as a gift. She was the price for my life, and she demanded my acknowledgment of her.

Another shudder rippled through me, and I stared at my bare legs, the memory of Rory and Isabella savaging me so fresh that the pain of it lingered in my bones. A sob built up in my chest, and I was aware of my wolf’s confusion.

When I had needed her, she had come, and she didn’t understand why I still hurt. My arms and legs had healed thanks to her and the power of the moon. Revenge was mine; a gift from her to me, and those who had tried to hunt us would never do so again. Such was the way of her world.

I somehow made it to the bathroom before I threw up. My tears blinded me, and fumbling my way into the shower, I washed away the evidence of the monster I had become. It didn’t help me forget.

In a numb daze, I searched the cabin for clothes. Finding a pair of sweats, I dressed and ventured out into the desert. Maybe if I left the cabin behind, I would wake up at home and everything would prove to be nothing more than a bad dream.


Chapter Four
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My apartment was as I left it, but I found no comfort in its familiarity. I had no real memory of how I had gotten home; the walk through the desert had ended with me staggering through my door in the wee hours of the morning.

According to my answering machine, I had been gone for almost a week. My hope the wolf was a figment of my imagination died each and every time she stirred, waking emotions and desires I had never before endured in such strength.

She wanted to mate, and she found men—all men—interesting. I considered myself fortunate she hadn’t insisted on acting on any of her impulses yet. The nausea I had suffered since returning to the cabin had worsened, and my wolf worried. Apparently throwing up every ten minutes wasn’t natural in her world, and her worries for my health trumped her desires to mate with each and every man in sight.

The only evidence Rory had been to my apartment was the bouquet of red and white roses. Despite the passage of time, they were still in bloom. My tears returned, and in my desperation to make the roses disappear, I shredded them with my bare hands, dripping blood all over my bedroom carpet as their thorns tore through my skin. I flushed them down the toilet, broken steams and all.

I tried to clean away the stains on the carpet, but they refused to come out, leaving behind brown splotches as a morbid reminder of what I had done. Through it all, my wolf watched and waited for me to come to my senses so we could hunt for a mate.
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Three days of hiding in my apartment did nothing to curb my wolf’s immediate need to mate. I doubted I would ever get used to having a wolf sharing my skin, especially not when she viewed men as potential mates, food, or both. She didn’t speak in words, but she had no scruples about letting me know who she wanted when I was stupid enough to leave home.

Her constant state of arousal left me shaking, sweating, and wondering how I’d make it through a Friday night shift without ending up in a stranger’s bed. No matter how low I turned the air conditioning, I boiled, which wasn’t helping me gather the courage to leave for the club.

I paced my bedroom, halting near the door to stare at one of the dark splotches on the tan carpet. If I called in sick again, I’d either lose my job or someone would come knocking to make sure I wasn’t dying from plague. What was I going to tell them? That my ex-boyfriend had chased me down from New York City, fucked my best friend, and turned her into a werewolf before hunting me down as a honeymoon snack?

No one would believe it.

No one would believe I had joined forces with a wolf in order to survive being eaten alive. Under the light of a blood moon, I had ripped my best friend to pieces before turning on Rory.

My wolf’s rage at Rory’s betrayal had consumed her, and she had delighted in his death. Wolves didn’t play with their prey, but she had enjoyed mauling his corpse and soaking her paws in his blood.

In yet another fit of rebellion, my stomach churned. I ran to the bathroom and threw up, shuddering at the memory of their blood in my mouth. My wolf wasn’t very impressed with me, but her disapproval of the countless times I had vomited since the full moon was a far better than her lust.

If I didn’t want to end up as yet another prostitute in Vegas with countless STDs, I needed to convince my wolf she had to curb her instincts. Maybe I could at least persuade her to have higher standards.

Just any male, wolf or human, wasn’t good enough for me.

The heat of her desire ebbed, and for the first time since we had started sharing my body, she relented. Giddy with relief, I showered away the sweat and basked in the chill of my apartment. I went so far as to stand in front of the air conditioner until my teeth chattered.

With the clock ticking away and ten minutes left before I was late for my first day back at the club, I hurried to get dressed, wearing my red lace lingerie beneath my black vinyl bodysuit. I’d broil on the way to work, but men liked me sweaty with my skin glistening under the club’s hot lights. They especially liked the way I had to squirm and wiggle to escape the smothering confines of my suit, which clung to my every curve.

Maybe the extra effort would earn me better tips. I needed them.

The wolf didn’t understand why I wanted to attract males without mating with them. She didn’t understand the concept of money, either.

“I like men with dark hair,” I informed her in a hissed whisper, binding my blond and blue hair up in a messy bun. “Taller than me. Gentle hands. None of this blond-haired, blue-eyed beach boy bullshit.” Rory had ensured I’d never want another blond-haired man ever again. “No gym groupies—I don’t like feeling helpless in bed with a guy who can break me in half with his hands. Don’t even think of looking at any sleaze bags. Suits, wolf. If you’re going to try to get me in bed with some man, at least have some standards. No druggies, no gang members, no scum buckets. Got me? So help me, I’ll drown us both if you put me in bed with an abuser because all you can think about is sex. If you’re going to turn me into a brainless slut, you better pick men who can pay well, unless you want to starve.”

With her main priorities being sex and food, if I didn’t make some effort to take control of her, we really would starve. Before she had come around, I had been mostly vegetarian, sticking to the occasional plate of scrambled eggs, fish, and bacon for special occasions—or when I was feeling really, really rich. I had consumed more meat in the past three days than I had in three years. I wanted to curl up in bed, hide under the covers, and cry. At the rate I was eating, I’d devour more food by the end of the week than I had in a year.

To make matters worse, she was hungry again. At least she had the decency to feel sheepish and apologetic about it. I sighed. “If you lay off a bit and don’t try to force me to sleep with someone tonight, I’ll take you to a buffet.”

An all-you-can-eat place might be able to handle her appetite—maybe.

[image: Image]

While Las Vegas in the late fall was far cooler than during the summer, I was soaked in sweat by the time I reached the club. My wolf, at least, wasn’t challenging my criteria for eligible men, although I had the feeling they confused her.

If I didn’t want to end up sleeping with a loser, I’d have to teach her the difference between assholes and men worth pursuing. She approved of my thoughts, her presence warm and soothing.

I made it all the way to the dressing room without her trying to force me into bed with anyone. Letting out a relieved sigh, I braced myself for a torrent of questions.

My fellow strippers didn’t disappoint, and they descended on me like a pack of chattering, giggling hyenas. Danny pulled my coat off, tossing it to one of the other girls. “Damn, woman, you’re going for gold tonight. What kept you out? It’s been busy. Damned convention next door—we sure as hell could’ve used you or Slink yesterday on the pole.”

Isabella wasn’t ever coming back. Before my guilt could once again take hold, my wolf’s satisfaction smothered it. If she hadn’t attacked us, she wouldn’t have died.

It was a wolf’s logic, but I couldn’t argue with her because it was true. I sighed.

“Stomach bug,” I lied, although there was some truth to my admission. Turning into a werewolf likely wouldn’t fly as an excuse, and I had been throwing up ever since the full moon. Examining myself in the mirror, I adjusted my front zipper so none of my cleavage was showing. “I doubt you would’ve liked me puking all over the stage. What did I miss?”

“Packed house, a fight, and some of the hottest VIPs I’ve seen in ages are here tonight, so you better stay until at least eleven, girl. Rumor has it they’ll be taking girls home with them, too—and paying a pretty penny for the privilege; higher than the usual rate. They’re coming through the dressing room sometime after ten. Peach says they’re into blonds. She’s seen them around the past few nights.”

I looked around for the red-head, frowning when I didn’t see her among the other strippers. “Where is Peach?”

“She’s coming in after nine. Think you’ll stay for the eleven shift?”

Eleven was well after most of the buffets closed for the night, and if she was right, I’d likely end up serving some man as a prostitute. I sighed. “I was scheduled in until eight, Danny.”

“I’ll run up to the boss and tell him you’re in your vinyl tonight. We’ll figure something out. Worse case, we’ll take turns sitting rounds. Vinyl means we all get better tips, girl.” Danny grinned at me, blew me a kiss, and sashayed her way through the other girls getting ready. I didn’t know most of them, which didn’t surprise me in the slightest.

The boss gave almost all girls a try, but most didn’t make the cut. I grumbled, going over each of my buckles to make sure they would be easy enough to unfasten. Fumbling with buckles tended to be a turn off for the audience.

Danny and Patricia would prove the high earners, probably with me as a close third, although I had a chance to take the top spot in my vinyl. We’d be expected to carry the show while the newbies flounced around and attempted to strut their stuff. The boss would look the other way when they solicited the departing clients, never to be seen again—or at least not for a few months.

“Hey, Patricia,” I called, bouncing my hip against one of the new girls to make space at the vanity and mirrors. “Can you snag my heels?”

“Sure thing, Jasmine. Which pair?”

“Whatever you think fits the mood.” I had to jump to reach my makeup bag hanging from the hook above the mirror. “Sparkle or matte?”

“Because glitter goes oh-so-well with vinyl. Should be fun; you’ll stand out even more. We’ve been in feathers all day, and the boss says we’ll stay in feathers until he tells us otherwise.”

“Feathers? Seriously?” I grumbled, wondering if I’d even get to wear the vinyl out. “Glue some to my ass. I didn’t get a feathers-only memo, Patty.”

I also hadn’t checked my answering machine in fear of what sort of messages would be waiting for me. At least girls coming and going wasn’t exactly new to the clubs. Missing shifts wasn’t like me, but once news spread I had come down with a stomach bug, no one would think twice about it.

So long as I kept my mouth shut and my head down, no one would even think to ask me if I knew where Isabella was. I’d be able to say with some honesty I wasn’t sure; the desert was a big place, and I doubted I could find the cabin again even if I wanted to.

“Now this’ll be interesting. I bet we could rig something if the boss says you need some feathers.” Patricia tossed me my black stilettos. “Gold and blue glitter to go with your hair.”

The other girls gawked at us, and I ignored them, pulling out my glitter gloss and eyeshadow. I didn’t use much, just enough to add a bit of shine to my lids and lips. My wolf was puzzled by my preparations, and she simply observed, retreating until I was barely aware of her. “At least I’m not late. Almost was,” I muttered, shoving my makeup back in my bag before hanging it back on its hook.

“You still got twenty before your first scheduled run,” Patricia soothed, offering me a sheet of paper. “Enough time to rig up some feathers for that tight rump of yours.”

I twisted around and slapped her bare asscheek. “Keep it up, girl, and I’ll leave a handprint.”

“Oh, do it. That’ll be hot, and I’m on in five.”

Laughing, I did as she asked, shaking out my stinging palm afterwards. “The things I do for you.”

Danny slid down the metal handrail from the upstairs office, landing with a thunk of her heels. “Boss gave the approval to fit you in for the extra hours. Unfortunately, you’re to figure out a way to add feathers. The VIP specials requested feathers, sorry. Have your headdress with you?”

“I’m featherless,” I grumbled. “Why didn’t you tell me we were showgirling tonight?”

“We’ll glue some strays to your ass and straps. It’ll be a hit,” Patricia said, grabbing one of the all-purpose feather headdresses from the rack. “This piece of shit needs to be retired anyway. We’ll pillage it. I have to get ready to dance. Can you help her, Danny?”

“Sure. I’m on after you, Jasmine, so rile them up for me. Boss says you’re to take twenty minutes, and we’ll be shifting the schedule.”

“Twenty?” I blurted. “What the hell did I do to deserve that?”

“It gets better. He wants your twenty without you doing more than popping some cleavage. Have fun.”

I groaned. On a normal night, we did five to ten minute runs spaced out with breaks between to give the illusion more girls worked the club than actually did. A ten-minute pole dance under the club’s bright lights was tough enough, but by the time I finished twenty, I’d be soaked in sweat, gasping like a fish out of water, and ready to cry for mercy.

The only good thing about such a long shift would be the tips—and the chance to earn favor with Danny for priming the pumps of all of the men wanting to see more than shiny vinyl.

“I hope you’re going to tip me,” I muttered, grabbing the feather headdress and ripping out several of the large plumes. At least they matched my blue tips. “Tell me it gets better.”

“You wish. You’re going to have to hold off for the reveal for the VIPs. It’s a private party after ten, and you won’t strip until the last act. Boss says he hopes you’re wearing nice panties, because you’re not taking them off, either.”

“What kind of stripper doesn’t strip?” I demanded, ripping out a few more feathers from the old headdress. “I’m going to asphyxiate before eight. I’ll be dead by eleven, Danny.”

“Take it for the team,” she replied, smirking. “Make me a fortune tonight, and I’ll tip you really well.”

“Way to be a team player. That’s right. Throw me under the bus. I’ll remember that the next time you’re roped into a shit shift.”

“Shit shift, but a profitable shit shift,” Danny pointed out, slapping my ass before grabbing a handful of feathers. “Now stand still and let me work.”

I obeyed, bracing my palms against the vanity while wiggling my feet into my stilettos. “I really will die if I don’t get out of the vinyl between acts,” I warned her.

“You’re only scheduled in for one act an hour to make up for it. You’ll have time to air out a bit between shows. You can help the new girls get their acts together between your runs. You’ll be flying solo during your set, and I’ll be paired off with a new girl for mine. I’m in four fives each hour.” Danny grabbed a blue feather boa, snagged a pair of scissors, and cut it into several pieces. “Feather cuffs. I’ll try not to get too much glue on your suit. Keep your feet still a second.”

“Feathers and vinyl is going to look ridiculous,” I complained. “Especially bright blue feathers.”

“I don’t think the men will care about the feathers. They’ll be too busy drooling over your tits and ass. Seriously, girl. Shred some feathers off the boa and toss them out as souvenirs. They’ll love it.”

Many men would; people loved freebies from Vegas, especially when they came from a stripper. “Give me some of the small ones.”

She handed me the ravaged headdress.

I went to work stripping off feathers, unzipped my suit enough to stuff a handful into my cleavage, and zipped back up. “There, they’ll be too wet from sweat to pop out, but close enough.”

“Since when were you this kinky, girl? Damn, that’s going to be hot.”

She wouldn’t believe me if I told her the truth, so I shrugged. “About the time you promised me a tip if I riled them up for you, Danny.”

She laughed, giving me a pinch. “Point taken. You’re going to shed half these feathers working the pole, but hey, Boss said you had to have feathers, not that you had to keep them on. We’ll pillage more from the shit headdresses between your acts. It’ll serve him right.”

I checked the time, wrinkling my nose. “He better pick good music.”

“Any preferences? I’ll run it up before you go on stage.”

“Slow in the start, up the tempo in the middle, and slow at the end. Just give me something with a steady beat. None of this slow to fast in mid-song crap tonight. It’s going to be bad enough working the pole for twenty.”

“I’ll let the sound guys know. Think you’ll be okay?”

“Don’t worry about me. If it’s too much, I’ll treat the front row to a very elegant and sexy faint.” I snorted, shaking my head. “Jab a feather in my hair, and we’ll call it good enough.”

Once she checked me over one final time and left, I headed down the hall to the club’s runway, watching from the wings while Patricia yanked off her bra and tossed it into the crowd. Scents I hadn’t noticed before teased my nose, and my wolf’s interest piqued as she identified the rich, alluring aroma of male arousal.

“Don’t you even dare,” I hissed under my breath. Disgruntled but obedient, my wolf settled and watched through my eyes while I scoped out the crowd. Usually, it was a mixed bag of men and women hitting the gambling tables while watching us dance.

Tonight, we were the stars, and there were a lot of suits and sequin dresses in the crowd. The boss had brought out the extra stools from the bar, along with the tables meant for two or three. Even the waitresses and waiters wore feathers pinned to their suits.

“You’re good to go,” Danny hissed in my ear, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “Knock ‘em dead, girl.”

I stretched while waiting for Patricia and the new girl to finish strutting their stuff down the runway. I flashed both of them a smile before drawing a deep breath.

I swallowed back my groan as the lights dimmed and the spotlight focused on the pole before sliding in my direction. My wolf’s excitement grew as I readied myself to work my way across the platform. Some of the dancers strutted to the pole as though the speed of their arrival somehow enhanced the experience for the clients. With twenty minutes to work, I took my time.

Before I had taken to stripping, I had enjoyed ballet. Waltzing had also been fun, but as soon as I had left home, determined to make my way without any help, I had given up both styles, choosing to learn flamenco and swing dancing to give my pole work more flare.

For the next twenty minutes, my pole would be my partner. As I sashayed my way down the runway, I scanned the crowd for the man I’d dance for, to add that little extra edge to the sway of my hips as I focused on him and him alone.

I found the dark-haired man with amber eyes, the one I had danced for the last time I had performed at the club. He sat straighter, his gaze fixed on me. While most of the men wore suits, he wore a charcoal button-up, the top opened to reveal a hint of his tanned chest. He had a tie, but it was lying on the table in front of him. Like before, his friend was there, the one who had asked for a photograph of the three of us together when I had been on my way to perform as a showgirl.

This time, there was a woman seated between them, wearing a gown better suited for a party with the social elite than a strip club.

My wolf liked his amber eyes and approved of the way his shirt hugged his chest with the promise of lean muscle beneath. Once again, she lusted for a mate, and he held her enthralled. I spun around the pole, dipping backwards to stare at him.

His eyes widened, and because my wolf wanted him, for the first time since I had started stripping, I danced for the same man twice.


Chapter Five
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Most clients came and went in the club, but when his friends left, the dark-haired man with amber eyes remained. When I wasn’t swaying to the music, using my wolf’s lust and the desire in his gaze as a lifeline to keep on my feet, I flopped in the dressing room. I fought to catch my breath while I coached the new girls, offering them advice on how to draw the attention of men and women alike.

By the time I finished my normal shift of five hours, I wanted nothing more than to find a hole, crawl into it, and die. Danny crouched next to me, where I was stretched out on the dressing room bench, poking my shoulder. She handed me a bottle of water. “Still alive?”

“Barely,” I croaked, and determined not to whine too much, I clenched my teeth. Three more dances and I’d be done for the night. I drank several swallows, and fearing I’d throw the rest up, I set the bottle aside. Danny recapped it. “I’d get out of my suit, but I don’t think I have the energy to get back into it.”

“Well, you’re smoking on the dance floor. You’re going to like the tips. The boss sent me down to find out if you’d be interested in going home with one of the VIPs. It seems a gentleman wants to take you home with his wife for some lively entertainment.”

I sighed, slumping at the thought of whoring myself out to some man who was likely suffering from a mid-life crisis. Knowing I’d say no, the boss didn’t usually extend prostitution offers to me. Unfortunately for me, I had missed too many good work days and had a wolf to feed. If the growing discomfort in my belly was any indication, she was extremely hungry.

“Seriously? This is the worst shift,” I wailed.

Danny rubbed my shoulders, and I groaned as she dug in her fingers. Her breath tickled my ear. “The gentleman is paying ten thousand up front and another ten in the morning. He’s paying the boss fifty thousand if he cuts you loose now instead of after the VIP show.”

I stiffened. “You’re fucking with me. Twenty thousand? And if I don’t, the boss loses fifty? What the hell, Danny?! Since when did he start pitching no-win offers like that? It’s fucking blackmail.”

I didn’t need a flashing neon sign to tell me what would happen if I said no. If I lost him fifty thousand, my job was gone. Worse, by morning word would spread to every club in the city that I had screwed him out of a lot of cash and cost him a client at the same time.

My wolf and I wouldn’t last long on a single night’s work, no matter how good the tips were.

“I’m sorry, but you know how this business goes. The boss really wants you to accept. It’s twenty thousand for you, right? He’s tossing in two weeks off work with paid full-time minimum wage as incentive. I tried to tell him you liked scoping out the men you went home with, but no luck. It’s a pretty sweet deal, girl. Don’t be stupid.”

Twenty thousand would solve a lot of problems, and two weeks paid vacation was a luxury I normally didn’t have as a part-time stripper and part-time college student. Not only could I feed my wolf, but I’d have time to figure out what the hell to do now that I was a werewolf.

I had already lost a week’s worth of income.

Hating myself for giving in, I sighed and nodded. “Fine.”

My wolf did not approve. I ignored her.

“You’ll do it?” Danny blurted.

“I’ll do it,” I confirmed, hoping I wasn’t about to make a very big mistake.

“There’s a catch.”

There was always a catch. I should have known. I blamed my fatigue from pole dancing in vinyl for five hours for my stupidity. “What catch?”

“The couple isn’t done playing on the strip tonight, so they want you to accompany them wearing a fancy dress they already bought because the boss gave them your sizes. The dress, as well as its accompanying accessories, arrived by courier during your last act.”

“That mother fucking piece of shit. Are you seriously telling me he already agreed for me?”

I’d been sold out—no, worse; I’d been sold.

Two weeks would give me plenty of time to get out of town. Twenty thousand would feed me and my wolf for a long time. With my acceptance, the boss knew I had a price. He knew I would say yes if pushed. I’d end up like the one-timers, sold to the highest bidder for a night of pleasure—for his profit.

I trembled, breaking out in a cold sweat. My wolf’s presence retreated, but she couldn’t hide her alarm from me. She didn’t want a claimed male, and despite her shortcomings, she understood a wife was a male’s mate.

My wolf didn’t like it, but neither did I. If I didn’t agree, she’d starve, and that frightened me more than a one-night stand with a married man and his wife.

All I had to do was last through one night. Once I made it to morning, I could cope. It wasn’t like I hadn’t prostituted before. I had.

Only then, I had been the one to pick and choose the men, making the safest bets possible.

Danny flinched, bit her lip, and nodded. “Fifty thousand reasons for him to,” she reminded me. “You know how he is; fair until there’s a really good business deal that doesn’t cost him anything to accept. Wouldn’t surprise me if the fucker tried to cut out some of your twenty, too, except your client insisted on paying you directly.”

“Small favors,” I grumbled.

“I already grabbed your tips so he can’t take your cash. I don’t have much time, but let me help you get out of that vinyl, showered, and changed. It’s the least I can do.”
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The dress came with a blindfold. I took one look at it, started shaking, and backed away. “No way.”

“It’s only until you reach the parking garage. George is going to go down with you, okay? He likes you, and if he thinks something’s up, he’ll call it off, okay?” Danny said, holding it out. It was red and covered with tiny golden sequins. “George is as straight-laced as they get.”

The bouncer was a good guy, so far as they went. He fit the muscle-bound stereotype I didn’t like, but he hadn’t brought any violence to me or any of the other girls. He enjoyed showing off his strength by tossing us over his shoulder to remove us from sour situations the boss didn’t like. We’d all been grabbed at least once by him.

Maybe George was as straight-laced as the bouncers at the club got, but he wasn’t above copping a feel on the job. I ground my teeth. “Do I at least get to see the dress first?”

“Sorry, babe. No peeking.”

“What the fuck kind of stunt is this?” I demanded.

“The kind that pays you a small fortune and nabs you a paid vacation. Just take the damned mask and smile, Jasmine.”

While my wolf had saved my life, she offered no help with my current predicament. “Fine.” I grabbed the blindfold out of Danny’s hand, and seething with rage, I tied it into place. “There. I’m fucking blindfolded.”

“Good thing it’s not a strapless, or we’d have to hunt you down a different bra. Typical men, buying things suiting their tastes that don’t match the dress. At least the lingerie is gorgeous. You’ll like it,” Danny muttered, helping me dress. “Arms up, girl. You might have to wiggle a bit to get into this one.”

After having squirmed my way out of my sweat-drenched vinyl, the thought of wearing something tight sickened me. Sighing, I obeyed, lifting my arms over my head. Danny was right about the wiggling. I couldn’t tell if the dress was made of satin or silk or some other sleek fabric, but it clung to me and required a lot of tugging, squirming, shifting, and cursing to make the damned thing fit.

By the time I was in it and laced up, I had my doubts I’d make it out of the club without falling asleep on my feet.

“Shoes,” Danny said, tapping my ankle. “They’re heels, shorter than you usually wear, so try not to break a leg.”

“Thanks, Mom. I’ll try not to snap my ankle.” I clenched my teeth. “Anything else?”

“Make him use a condom and have fun. There’s a necklace and earrings, too. Apparently your gentleman wants to be seen with a lady and not a hussy.”

I hoped crying was acceptable behavior for a stripper turned sex slave pretending to be a lady, because I was on the verge of tears. Anger, humiliation, and embarrassment conspired to shatter what remained of my dignity. I’d been stupid to say yes.

If I had said no, I had no idea what would have happened to me, especially not with fifty thousand reasons for the boss to make certain I did exactly what my buyer wanted.

“I can’t believe you’re okay with this,” I whispered.

“Oh, Jasmine. I’m not, but what else are we supposed to do? Hell, we all need the money in this town. How many gigs are you pulling just to pay your rent without prostituting? Three? Four? You’re stuck in the same dead end as the rest of us. We just don’t mind the life quite as much as you do. Here, I got the perfect cure for you. It’s the hard stuff, and if that doesn’t settle your nerves, nothing will.”

“Define hard stuff.”

“Vodka.” Danny took my hand, turned my wrist, and gave me a shot glass. “You know the drill, girl. All at once, and don’t choke on it.”

“Bitch, I know how to drink,” I growled, tossing the shot back. It burned all the way down. “Just put the damned jewelry on so I can get this over with.”

“Keep your lacy panties on, I’m working on it,” Danny muttered. “Stay still so I don’t jab you with the posts.”

Once she put the earrings in, she clasped a heavy necklace around my throat. After a few more tugs, she let go of me. “Damn, woman. You clean up pretty.”

“If I didn’t look good, the boss wouldn’t keep me around,” I retorted. With a one night fling bagging him fifty thousand, I had the feeling he’d try to keep me as one of his prostitutes, hoping for a repeat performance. I shivered.

Danny settled the strap of a purse on my shoulder. “Your wallet, keys, and tip envelope are inside. Knock ‘em dead, girl.”

My wolf was quick to reassure me we could—and would—if necessary.
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My head buzzed from the vodka, reminding me I hadn’t eaten anything since a late breakfast, which I had thrown up before work. By all rights, I should have collapsed long before I made it down to the parking garage. The blindfold wasn’t helping and added to the disconcerting sway of the world around me.

Danny was right; the booze did help settle my nerves. With another drink or two, I’d be so hammered I wouldn’t care what happened with a high chance I wouldn’t remember much the next morning. If my client was willing to pay seventy thousand to have me for a night, he could afford a few shots.

At least George kept his hands to himself while guiding me down into the parking garage. Thankfully, the club’s employee entrance was located near one of the elevators, letting me escape without drawing much attention to the fact I was blindfolded.

“Here she is,” George announced, letting go of me. “Have a good evening, sir.”

I heard the heavy thump of his departing footsteps. My client didn’t say a word. One hand took hold of mine, while his other lightly seized my elbow, pulling me forward several steps. I shivered. The click and creak of a car door opening warned me I was close to losing any chance to escape.

If I ran, I wouldn’t make it far, not with my bank account as empty as it was. My wolf would rapidly eat through what little money I had left.

Getting into the car blindfolded was a mix of luck, careful guidance by my client, and trust he wouldn’t bang my head into something. By the time I was inside, squirming on a leather seat, my shivers had strengthened to full-fledged shaking.

Someone sat beside me, the strap of a seatbelt sliding over my chest and stomach before it fastened with a click. When he next spoke, he was somewhere in front of me. “Thank you for agreeing to join us, Miss.” 

I sucked in a breath, recognizing the smooth tenor. With the alcohol dulling my wits, I couldn’t remember who he was or where I knew him from. I slid my left hand off my lap to feel the seat. When my fingers brushed against the door, I determined the man was also the driver.

With twenty thousand on the line, I forced myself to draw a deep breath and remain polite. “You’re welcome, sir.”

“I hope you do not find the situation too disconcerting, Miss. I assure you this is new territory for both of us as well. A dear friend and associate of ours lost his wife earlier this year, and he has not found anyone new. The three of us are going to a dinner and a late-night show, and my wife and I decided it would be appropriate for him to have a companion for the evening.”

Usually, the husband wanted to bring another woman home for an evening of debauchery, though I had seen the reverse as well. But to want me enough to pay seventy thousand and give me to his friend? I flushed, wondering what I had gotten myself into. I had expected sex, not playing a sophisticate for a rich man needing a plus one. “Wouldn’t hiring from an escort service be more appropriate?” I blurted.

I clapped my hands over my mouth, horrified I had said what I was thinking.

A woman—my client’s wife, I presumed—laughed, her soprano pleasant and airy. “Oh, you’re adorable. What’s your name?”

I could have told them my stage name, but if I was going to be strutted out at some party, I didn’t want to be known as someone who took off her clothes for a living. “Sara, ma’am.”

“Call me Desmond,” the man stated. “My wife’s name is Wendy. We’ve hired you to accompany Mr. Sanders, who will be joining us shortly. He’s still in the club, likely hoping to see one more of your dances before joining us. He is unaware we have arranged for your company for the evening. He’s quite taken with you, Miss Sara.”

“I don’t jump out of birthday cakes, and I don’t do any weird stuff,” I declared.

My wolf was pleased with me and how I set limits before they could be set for me.

Wendy laughed. “I assure you, Miss Sara, you will not be asked to jump out of any birthday cakes or do, as you say, any weird stuff. All we ask is you remain with us—or with Sanders—for the entirety of the evening.”

“You’re paying a lot for just that,” I replied, unable to keep my doubt out of my voice.

“Do you not feel you are worth every penny of it, Miss Sara?” Desmond asked.

In a good week, I brought in a couple of hundred of dollars plus tips, which usually didn’t give me more than a hundred extra to work with. I paid my rent and could afford one or two classes a semester. Until my hungry wolf had come around, I’d been able to live paycheck to paycheck.

Twenty thousand was more than I made in a year.

“Charles, be nice,” Wendy chided. “Forgive him, Miss Sara. He sometimes loses sight of the fact that many women in your position are not paid nearly what they are worth—or treated half as well as they deserve. I took the liberty of inquiring with some of your colleagues. We’re well aware you do not typically accompany your clients home.”

“I don’t, not usually,” I admitted, clasping my hands together on my lap, wondering why two seemingly nice people would want to hire me. “I’m a stripper, not a prostitute.”

It wasn’t entirely the truth, but I wasn’t a prostitute often. While my wolf was quiet for the moment, I had the feeling I’d prostitute a lot more often with her around. Maybe I was a prude, especially for someone who stripped for money, but I didn’t want to be handed around like the other girls.

Before I’d become a stripper, I had been a one-guy girl. Desperation had forced me to change. Maybe there were men out there who didn’t mind how many notches I had on my belt, but I cared.

I sure as hell didn’t feel like I was worth every penny of seventy thousand dollars.

“We haven’t decided where to go for dinner tonight, Miss Sara,” Desmond stated, drawing my attention back to him. “What do you recommend?”

“You’re asking the wrong slut that question,” I muttered under my breath. I sighed, considered my words carefully, and said, “I don’t eat out very often, sir. I tend to stick to the buffets when I do.”

My wolf’s interest piqued at the mention of a buffet.

“We enjoy buffets,” he replied. “Which one do you recommend?”

“What time is it? The good ones close early.”

“Half past eight.”

Most of the good buffets would still be open, and after a moment of thought, I said, “Bacchanal at Caesar’s Palace. It recently reopened. If you’re looking for a buffet experience, that’s a good place to go.”

It was out of my price range as one of the Strip’s most expensive buffets, but if they were willing to spend so much hiring someone like me, I doubted the higher price would bother them. At least for one night, I could make sure my wolf got the food she needed, and with luck, she wouldn’t object too much to the vegetables and salads I preferred.

Hopefully, her dietary choices wouldn’t leave me spending the rest of the night throwing up.

“We haven’t been there yet, Charles,” Wendy said, her tone lightening with excitement.

“Then we shall go,” he replied. “Sanders really is determined, isn’t he? I better call him or the buffet will close before he figures out he’s out of luck up there. I keep telling him he should stick with me, but no. So stubborn.” I heard the rustle of clothes and a finger tapping away at a cellphone screen. While faint, I could hear the phone ringing. “Sanders, come down to the garage. We’ll miss dinner if you stay up there all night. No, I don’t want to wait for five more minutes. I have a present for you. No excuses. Get down here.”

“He’s going to be so mad at you,” Wendy warned.

“Better than him moping around for the next week when we came here so he could unwind and enjoy himself away from home. Sorry, Miss Sara. Sanders took his wife’s death really hard, and you’re the first lady he’s even looked at twice, so I thought I’d arrange an opportunity for him to meet you.”

A small, sick and demented part of me wanted to return to New York and pray my parents would forgive me despite knowing they wouldn’t, encouraging me to rip off the blindfold and run away back to the place I had once called home.

If I had a single grain of integrity, I would tell Desmond the truth. The boss had played him for a lot of money, and I was to blame.

I sighed. “I’m not worth what you paid. He charges five hundred a shift to let girls out early. The girl’s supposed to get a hundred an hour. You were ripped off. Cheated.”

“He said you wouldn’t accept at his regular hourly rate. Called you a high-class hussy who didn’t know what was good for her. You, Miss Sara, are apparently in high demand,” Desmond replied. I heard the steady drumming of fingers on leather. “While I agree you are of high class, I think the fact you don’t go home with just any man proves you are not a hussy—or a slut, hooker, whore, or any other derogatory term you may wish to mutter under your breath when you think I can’t hear you.”

“Have you forgotten I’m a stripper?”

“Lots of women strip to help pay their way, including young mothers, college students, and those who simply live in an expensive town.”

“Why the blindfold and the dress?” I blurted.

“Well, I certainly couldn’t take you out and about in what you were wearing. While I am not one to tell a woman what she can or can’t wear, I was concerned you might expire if you attempted to wear that outfit on the streets. Since we are going to a rather nice show after dinner, I thought you’d feel more comfortable wearing something venue appropriate. As for the blindfold, I’m really not sure. It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Charles, you’re terrible. Where is Sanders? It doesn’t take ten minutes to find the elevator,” Wendy complained. I once again heard a phone ring. “Sanders, where are you? I’m starving, and if I don’t get something to eat soon, you’re on the menu. Okay, okay. Fine, maybe it does take you ten minutes to find the elevator. Where are you? Go to the big staircase in the middle, turn left, and go to the wall. When you reach it, turn right and take the first left. The elevators to the garage are there. Third level, Sanders. Don’t get lost this time. You’ll be sitting on my side of the car, as your present is currently on the driver’s side.”

I bit my lip at being called a present, but kept my mouth shut. My wolf, however, was interested in why we were a present and who we were a present for. In her opinion, if two of his friends were willing to spend so much money on us, he fit many of my criteria for a mate.

That was good enough for her.

Charles laughed. “He really got lost?”

“So he claims. I think he was scoping out the casino looking for the lady,” Wendy replied, giggling. “We should make bets on how he reacts.”

“Fool’s bet. He’s going to be shocked and dismayed, then completely incapable of figuring out how to handle the situation I have put him in.”

“He’s not the only one who is trying to figure out this situation, dear. My apologies, Miss Sara. He gets carried away.”

“Hey, this was your idea, Wendy.”

“So? You’re the one who ran off like a looney—giggling, I’ll remind you. I should take your credit cards away so you can’t do any more impulse shopping tonight.”

“It’s Sanders’s fault.”

Someone tapped on the glass of the driver’s window. “What’s my fault?”

I didn’t know who he was, but he had a nice voice, his tenor fringing on baritone, with the faintest hint of a rumble when he spoke. My wolf liked the sound, so much like a growl.

“Oh, made it, did you?” Desmond asked. “Couldn’t find the lady in the casino?”

“Damn it, Desmond!”

“Get in the car. Wendy’s side.” There was no mistaking the command in Desmond’s voice.

The door opened. “Desmond, I swear I’ll—”

Wendy burst into laughter. “Happy belated birthday, Sanders. He didn’t have the heart to let you go to dinner and the show alone, so he invited her along.”

My wolf’s amusement overwhelmed my nervousness. Maybe our client—clients—had spent far too much on me, but she approved of them. They didn’t bark at us or bite. She couldn’t detect anything malicious about them. She could, however, smell arousal from the new male with the nice voice, which partnered well with his spiced, cinnamon scent.

Once again, I flushed as her interest affected me.

I wanted to know if he tasted as good as he smelled, so much like freshly baked cinnamon buns.

“We’re going to have a long talk, Desmond,” Sanders muttered. I felt the car rock as he got in and heard the door close. “I’m so sorry, Miss. What were you thinking, Desmond? Isn’t a blindfold a bit much?”

“If you don’t like it, take it off.” With a little help from my wolf, I became aware of the challenge in Desmond’s voice.

“I’m so sorry about this, Miss,” Sanders stammered. I sat still, tensing in anticipation of being touched.

He tugged at the blindfold, and moments later, it fell away. I cracked open an eye, relaxed, and blinked several times to adjust to the light.

The amber-eyed man I had danced for sat beside me, staring at me.

My wolf wanted to sink her teeth into him right then and there, not caring who else was in the car. I sucked in a breath as heat washed through me. It took several deep breaths to fight off her lust for the man. Swallowing, I thrust out my hand in greeting. “I’m Sara.”

Instead of shaking with me as I expected, he kissed the back of my hand. “Sanders. Pleased to meet you.”

I shivered at the softness of his lips on my skin. My wolf wanted to do a lot more than please him. She wanted him to please us, too. My cheeks burned from a mixture of my horrified embarrassment and her desire.

Charles cleared his throat, started the car, and backed out of his spot. “We are going to Caesar’s Palace, Sanders. Miss Sara suggested the buffet there. I have, in my infinite wisdom and generosity, decided she’s your plus one for the evening, so do be a gentleman.”

“I’m always a gentleman,” Sanders replied, straightening, his eyes shifting from me to the front seat. “I can’t believe you let him do this, Wendy.”

“Let him? Oh, Sanders, Sanders, Sanders. It was my idea. He simply did what he was told, just like he should.”

Sanders settled back in his seat, grabbed his seatbelt, and buckled in. Once again, our gazes met.

Before my wolf had come to my rescue, saving me from being eaten by two werewolves, I hadn’t really wanted any of my partners. Some paid well, some were good looking and paid well, but not one of them had made me burn for him.

His dark hair was tousled, as though he had spent a lot of time running his hands through it in frustration. The amber of his eyes blazed, and once again heat spread over my cheeks and down my neck.

My interest and desire didn’t come entirely from my wolf; she didn’t care about hair color, nor did she care about the way his shirt clung to him, the top two buttons undone, begging for me to rip open the rest to find out if his entire chest was so nicely bronzed.

I clasped my hands on my lap and despaired. Maybe I had slept with men for money in the past, but I wasn’t the love them and leave them kind. Whoring myself out left me empty in the morning, unsatisfied, and wanting something more.

I wanted him, but when morning came, I wanted him to be mine.

My wolf agreed.


Chapter Six
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It was a ten minute drive to Caesar’s Palace, and by the time Desmond pulled up to the valet, my wolf had calmed, but I was still trembling. My hunger returned in full force, stabbing my stomach in relentless demand.

The valet opened the door. Desmond held his arm out for me and helped me out of the car. I took care not to trip on the long hem of the slitted gown, too tired to care how much leg I showed as I stood.

My dress was a deep red, and my experience with clothing told me it probably cost more than I made in a month. I especially liked one thing about it, though; while the slit ran all the way up to my hip, it did a good job of keeping me covered, even my breasts. A little hint of my cleavage peeked out from a gap in the form-fitting top, but not enough for me to feel like the stripper I was.

Desmond guided me to the curb, and smiling, he handed me over to Sanders, who held his arm out for me. While his shirt was long sleeved, it was light and soft under my hand. My wolf enjoyed his warmth.

I appreciated him for other reasons, most of which involved me remaining on my feet.

“When was the last time you had something to eat?” Sanders asked. The amber in his eyes brightened, and he frowned.

“This morning,” I admitted sheepishly. It hadn’t stayed down long enough to really count as a meal, but I wasn’t going to tell him that.

“No wonder you’re gray.”

“I’ve been recovering from a stomach bug, too. It was my first night back at work, which didn’t help any.”

“Never fun. You’re feeling better, at least?”

“Mostly, thank you. Do you like Vegas so far, Mr. Sanders?”

“Just Sanders is fine, Sara—no need for formality with me,” he replied, smiling at me. “It’s been an eventful trip.”

We followed after Desmond and Wendy, and he matched my pace. I took my time, careful of my steps so I wouldn’t end up falling flat on my face. “Eventful?”

“We’ve been quite busy. This is our first real night out without work getting in the way.” Sanders shook his head and sighed. “It was supposed to be a vacation, too.”

If my clients found out how eventful—or insane—my week had been, they’d have me committed to an asylum. “I understand that. I’m pretty sure time off is an illusion. When I’m not working, I’m studying or going to class.” When we entered Caesar’s Palace, the first thing I noticed was the overwhelming stench of perfume, so strong it masked Sanders’s cinnamon and spice scent. I breathed out of my mouth, only to discover the air tasted of chemicals, acrid and harsh on my tongue.

“What are you studying?”

“I’m taking a course on marketing for businesses right now, with a focus on small businesses. I’ve been trying to get a degree so I can work in market research.”

“That’s some pretty high pay grade work, Miss Sara. Only one course? Are you filling out your final credits?”

For a moment I considered lying, but then I sighed and shook my head. What good would lying do, especially about something like that? He’d learn the truth soon enough, if I managed to hold his attention for longer than one night. “Adding my credits together, I’m not quite done my first year. I’m working my way through, but it’s hard getting the time off to attend classes, so I pick up the courses I can. I’ve been at it for almost three years so far.”

I’d been pushing my luck enrolling at all. With my falsified ID, I was limited in options, unable to take advantage of any financial aid, and unable to get a job anywhere involving a credit check. Could werewolves finish college, or was I going to end up being like Rory and Isabella, hunting down people during the full moon for sport and food?

Maybe Isabella hadn’t meant to hunt me, but she had gone with Rory’s wishes without real protest. 

The alluring scent of cooking meat captured my wolf’s attention. I breathed in, and my stomach voiced its need for something—anything.

Sanders laughed. “You know what I like about buffets?”

“What?”

“I can eat all that I want, and the waiters take away the evidence of my gluttony.” He winked at me. “Desmond and I always have a competition to see who can eat the most. If we’re lucky, Wendy will join in.”

“Wendy should,” Desmond said, slowing as we reached the line for the buffet. Two couples waited in front of us, and to my relief, they were ushered in right away. “You will, won’t you?”

“You two are such children,” Wendy complained, twisting around to grin at me. “I’m sorry, Sara. They enjoy competing.”

“How do you compete at a buffet?” I asked, wondering if I should test my luck and lean on Sanders while Desmond paid for our meals.

“Number of full plates,” she replied. “Want to play?”

My wolf’s endless appetite would cause me problems, but if everyone was trying to eat as much as possible, maybe they wouldn’t notice I ate more than regular people. I hoped my wolf wouldn’t insist on eating only meat, but I had my doubts. Wolves were hunters. They were apex predators who needed meat to survive.

Since we were stuck together, I’d adapt. Hopefully she would as well.

“Sure,” I replied. All I had to do was eat less than they did. I’d lose the wager intentionally, but it would be a small price to pay to satisfy my wolf for once. At least if I threw up, it wouldn’t be too abnormal for a Friday night in Vegas. “What’s the wager?”

“I’ll take your Mercedes, Desmond,” Sanders said, grinning at the man.

“In your wildest dreams, Sanders. You may borrow it for a week if you defeat me, but if I defeat you, your truck is mine for a week, to do with as I please.”

Making a warding gesture at Desmond, Sanders replied, “Under the condition you do not drive it into your pond again, should you win. I’m still amazed you didn’t kill any of your fish with that stupid stunt. I had to have it cleaned twice to get the mud out of the interior. You won’t win, not this time.”

“You two realize that bet excludes us ladies, don’t you?” Wendy demanded, putting her hands on her hips. Before either man could answer, a host came to guide us to our table. “Pick a wager we can all participate in.”

“You can have the Mercedes for a week if you win.” Desmond smirked before kissing Wendy’s cheek. “And his truck. What do I get when I win?”

“I already own the Mercedes, Charles. Can’t you do something normally for once?”

Sighing, Desmond pulled out Wendy’s chair for her. “Oh, fine. Twenty dollars each to the winner.”

Sanders chuckled. “I’ll still make a side bet for the Mercedes, Desmond.”

“You’re never going to get my Mercedes, Sanders. You realize this, right? Give up, it’s hopeless.” Desmond chuckled, turned to me, and gestured to the buffet. “Ladies first.”

“I always do that. I always sit down, then I have to get right back up again. One day, I will learn,” Wendy declared, setting her purse on her chair. “Come along, Sara. Let’s go see what this buffet has to offer.”
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My wolf wanted to sample every scrap of meat at the buffet, and because I was hungry and it wasn’t worth fighting over, I indulged her. A part of me was grateful she had more diverse interests than I anticipated, tolerating my preferred vegetables and salad. While she wanted to scarf down our meal so no one could take our food away from us, I forced her to let me eat at my pace.

The argument between us didn’t last long, ending when she realized if I did things her way, the regular people would know we were different. I didn’t know what would happen if someone discovered I was a werewolf, and I didn’t want to find out. Keeping with the spirit of the wager, I made sure to get samples of everything, and ignoring my wolf’s disgust, I filled a lot of space with my favorite foods.

Desmond, Wendy, and Sanders ate meat and a lot of it. When I was on my third plate, they were on their sixth, leaving a pile of rib bones, lobster shells, and crab claws in their wake. My wolf was intrigued by the shellfish, and I contemplated whether or not I could get away with gorging without looking suspicious.

“Where did you find the lobster?” I asked Wendy, who still had a tail on her plate. “Was there any fish?”

She pointed across the buffet, in the opposite direction from where I had started. Grinning at me, Sanders rose from his seat. “I’ll get you some, Sara. I’m headed over there anyway.”

My wolf’s satisfaction warmed me. Good males provided for their mates; she took his offer as a promising sign of his potential. “Thanks, Sanders.”

“You eat like a bird,” Wendy said, pausing to take a sip of her wine. “Don’t be shy. We’re going to have to stuff ourselves silly to compete with those two fiends.”

“Maybe we should have offered to let you two team up,” Desmond replied, pointing a crab leg at me before turning it on Wendy. “You really should eat more.”

“Don’t you know it’s rude to point crab claws at people?” Wendy demanded. “Where are your manners?”

“Took them into an alley. Killed them,” Desmond replied, cracking open the claw with his hands instead of using a crab hammer. Gawking at him, I froze with my fork halfway to my mouth. “Relax, Wendy. Vegas is supposed to be a fun town.”

My wolf wanted me to reach over and steal the claw, making its meat mine. Defying her took all of my will, and I chomped on my salad, determined to eat things I liked instead of exclusively meat like she wanted.

Sanders saved me from embarrassing myself by returning with two plates loaded with crab claws, small lobster tails, and shrimp. The one he placed in front of me also had salmon. The sight of the fish weakened my resolve and allowed my wolf to take over long enough to push away my plate of vegetables and salad to make space for the meat gifted by the male she wanted to claim as our mate.

“That plate counts,” Wendy declared, pointing at the one I had abandoned for the seafood.

I stabbed my fork into my salad and had another bite of it. “It counts, but I’m not done with it.”

Desmond and Sanders laughed.

“Modification of wagers?” Wendy asked, pointing a lobster tail at her husband.

“I’ll consider such a thing if you make it worth my while, my dear,” Desmond replied, resting his elbows on the table while leaning forward. A golden gleam lit his brown eyes. “What are you offering me to consider such a modification?”

“Don’t be impolite, dear,” Wendy replied. Setting her lobster tail down, she took up her steak knife and pointed it at her husband. “A fair wager is more satisfying to win.”

Scowling, Desmond settled back in his seat, sighed, and nodded. “Very well. What do you propose, dear?”

“Pairs. May the best pair win.”

“How do you propose we pair off?” Desmond asked.

“Sanders and Sara versus us, dear. I will help you make off with his truck for a week if I can drive it.”

With a laugh and shake of his head, Sanders asked, “What is it with my truck? You both want to get your hands on it.”

“It’s the chrome,” Wendy replied. “I suppose you’ll have to partner with Sara if you want my Mercedes for a week.”

Desmond sighed. “Your Mercedes?”

“Mine.” While Wendy glared at her husband, there was something odd about the way she regarded him, as though unwilling to look him in the eyes for more than a moment. “You bought it for me.”

“Oh, very well. Your Mercedes, dear. What do you think, Sanders? Want to partner with Miss Sara?”

Sanders glanced at me before focusing on Desmond. “This is a trick question, isn’t it? You’re planning something, aren’t you?”

“Always, Sanders. Not up for a challenge?”

My wolf wanted Sanders, and the idea of a game against Desmond and Wendy also appealed to her. “I’ll partner with Sanders.”

“That’s the spirit,” Desmond replied, grinning at me. “I hope you’re hungry, Sanders.”

“Oh, I am,” the man my wolf wanted replied, his voice rumbling in a growl. “Your Mercedes is mine, Desmond. Just you wait and see.”
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For the first time since the full moon, my wolf took control and abandoned the pretense of normality in acceptance of Desmond’s challenge. Long after I thought my stomach should have burst, she kept eating. Not only did she want to beat Desmond, but she also wanted Sanders to provide for us, coercing me into dropping hints about the foods she wanted to try. I served as her voice, resigning myself to my role while astonished and dismayed by how much she made me consume.

At the rate she was going, I was going to eat enough for ten in a single meal, far more than I would’ve eaten in an entire week. Desmond, Wendy, and Sanders didn’t seem surprised or startled by how much I was devouring, even though I ate like some starved beast. While my wolf was determined to gorge on red meats, she indulged my enjoyment of salmon, something they regarded with disdain when it proved to dominate my selection.

All three of them worried about bones, and in an act of defiance, I piled the few I found on the edge of my plate for them to see.

By the time the thought of food made even my wolf queasy, I’d lost track of how many plates I had emptied, and I shuddered when Sanders offered to hunt something else down for me.

“No more,” I begged, stealing control back from my wolf so I could shove the empty plate away.

“Finally had enough, have you?” Sanders asked, grinning at me. “Don’t want dessert?”

Shuddering at the thought of eating so much as another bite, I shook my head.

Desmond lifted his wrist, pushing back his sleeve to check the time. “We should head to the show or we’ll be late.”

“I believe I’ll be taking your keys,” Sanders announced, rising to his feet and holding out his hand. “You have been beaten, Mr. and Mrs. Desmond.”

With a heavy sigh, Desmond pulled out his keys, unattached one of two fobs, and tossed it to Sanders. “Just remember you are now responsible for driving us around.”

“At my mercy,” Sanders replied, smirking. “I like it. I’ve been trying to best him for ages. Now I have his car with the added bonus of forcing him to rely on me for an entire week.”

“Don’t push your luck,” Desmond grumbled.

“Thank you, Sara.”

“No problem,” I groaned, crossing my arms on the table and slumping over. “I’m so full.”

“Unfortunately, you will have to suffer through walking to the car, Miss Sara,” Desmond said, standing. Circling the table, he pulled out Wendy’s chair. “It seems we have been defeated, dear.”

“So it seems. At least our new driver is a striking young man with good manners. Hopefully, he will be prompt when we require his services.” Wendy rose, turning to kiss Desmond’s cheek. “I consider this a strategic acquisition of our own slave for the next week.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not how losing works, Wendy,” Sanders complained. “You pay the wager to me. I’m not your slave. Go get a rental.”

“Nonsense. I thought you’d want to drive it as much as possible.” Desmond grinned. “Come along, Miss Sara, or we really will be late.”

I sighed, lifted my head, and pushed away from the table. Sanders offered his arm. Eager to touch him, my wolf dredged up enough energy to stand. “Thank you,” I murmured.

“Of course. Where’s the show, Desmond?”

“The Bellagio. It’s probably faster to just walk. We can come back for the car after or catch a taxi.”

I stared down at my shoes, wondering how I was going to survive the hike between the two hotels. Even in heels, it wouldn’t take more than ten minutes, but all I wanted was to find somewhere to curl up and take a nap, and my wolf made it clear she wanted Sanders at our side when we did so.

With the issue of food resolved, my wolf’s desire once again roused, leaving me shaking, hot, and aching in response to her need. Her focus mostly remained on Sanders, although she paused and considered other eligible males who fit my list of criteria.

They, however, had not pleased her. Sanders had, without question or complaint, fulfilled her every request. The trait boded well for her needs in a mate.

I flushed at her desire for puppies, preferably with Sanders, although she’d consider some other dark-haired male, although she didn’t approve of our current lack of fur.

Maybe the full moon had driven me insane when it had changed me into a werewolf.

With my arm linked with Sanders’s, we headed out of Caesar’s Palace and took to the streets. It was quiet for a Friday night, but my wolf insisted I lean on Sanders to help her stake her claim on him and drive away unwanted females.

When Sanders slipped his arm around my waist, my wolf delighted in the feel of his hand on my side. His gentle touch made her want more, and I once again fought to restrain her urge to make a very public demonstration claiming him as her—our—territory.

When we reached the Bellagio, the fountain show was under way, forcing us to weave through the thick crowds to reach the hotel. Sanders took hold of my hand so he wouldn’t lose me in the bustle, and I kept a tight hold on the red and gold purse matching my dress.

“Tickets,” Desmond ordered, holding his hand out to Wendy when we reached the resort’s entry. With a flourish, she handed over a small envelope. Instead of the main doors, he guided us to a private entry, handing over the tickets to the usher. “The tickets had to be purchased in pairs,” he explained as we were led up a flight of stairs. We were escorted to a private balcony suite overlooking a circular stage with a swimming pool set in the middle of it. I sucked in a breath. Instead of single seats, the suites had benches upholstered in blue.

“Ladies first,” Sanders murmured in my ear, gesturing to the bench closest to the railing. I slid around the table centered between the seats. He sat beside me.

Wendy smiled at me from where she sat across from me. “Charles has a weakness for circuses and zoos, and Cirque du Soleil blends the best of both worlds. He’s been sitting on these tickets for months, counting down the days to the show.”

“I did no such thing, you naughty woman,” Desmond scolded, and when a waiter came, he ordered a bottle of champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries. “While I had acquired these tickets some time ago, my calendar reminded me at appropriate intervals.”

When the waiter returned, Sanders took charge of the bottle of champagne, pouring a flute and handing it to me. “Don’t let him fill your ears with nonsense, Sara. I bought the tickets because I lost a wager with him. He decided I had to join him.”

“As I said, I acquired the tickets,” Desmond replied, accepting a flute of champagne from Sanders. 
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After the show, Desmond took custody of his wife and me, sending Sanders to Caesar’s Palace to retrieve the car while we cabbed to the Venetian. Although I thought separating was ridiculous since the two hotels were across the street from each other, I kept my mouth shut.

My job was to look pretty and provide company.

Despite living in Vegas, I hadn’t ventured to the Venetian before, but by the time we reached the lobby, I was too exhausted to focus on anything other than staying on my feet. If they wanted more out of me than looking pretty, they would be disappointed.

In my tired state, I couldn’t feel my wolf. The euphoria of being alone in my head lasted until we reached the top floor and Desmond led me to a pair of double doors. The realization he had one of the hotel’s penthouse suites hit me hard. When I froze, he took my elbow in his hand and guided me into the room.

It had a foyer with marble floors and gold inlays, which opened into a main living area complete with a baby grand piano. Wendy dumped her purse on the floor, and with a tired groan, collapsed on the couch, ignoring the fact she wore a dress that probably cost more than I did.

“Go sit, Miss Sara,” Desmond said, giving me a gentle push in the direction of the armchair near the couch. More than half asleep, I obeyed, sinking down on the floral upholstery to stare at the polished wood of the coffee table.

Desmond cleared his throat to catch my attention. “Would you like some coffee?”

“Please,” I replied, amused something as mundane as coffee was available in a place so opulent.

“I want some as well,” Wendy said. “Sara, have you been in Vegas long? I couldn’t help but notice you have a bit of an accent?”

I flushed. While I had gone to lengths to mask my New York accent, it slipped out from time to time, especially when I wasn’t paying attention. “Three years.”

Sucking in a breath at my carelessness, I stared at Wendy with wide eyes. While Isabella had known how long I’d been in town, I avoided telling people. If they knew when I had arrived, they might be able to track me to my home.

Isabella had been the only one who had known why I had run, and she yet hadn’t hesitated for more than a moment before turning to Rory and deciding to sleep with him. The betrayal left a sour taste in my mouth.

“Do you like it here?” Wendy asked, smiling up at her husband when he brought a golden tray with three cups. They were the type I expected tea to be served in, made of delicate, gold-rimmed china. He set a saucer and cup in front of me.

“No.” Once again, the truth popped out of my mouth before I could stop it. Shaking, I clapped my hands over my mouth.

“Relax, Miss Sara. Have some coffee.” Wendy smiled at me, taking a sip of hers. “Honesty is refreshing, even if the answers aren’t necessarily what one wishes to hear. Don’t feel like you have to give us pretty answers. The truth’s always better.”

It took several deep breaths to steady myself enough to obey without spilling the coffee all over the place. It was served strong and black, and while I would have preferred some sugar, I was too embarrassed to ask for some. The first sip scalded my tongue, and I focused my attention on blowing on the coffee so I could sip it without it burning all the way down to my stomach. “Okay.”

“Do you like Sanders?” Desmond asked, sinking down on the couch beside his wife. They smiled at each other.

I wondered if I’d ever be so relaxed and happy with someone. My wolf slept, and without her constant driving need to mate, I wondered if I liked dark-haired, amber-eyed Sanders. I certainly liked the way he touched me, light, gentle, and courteous. He hadn’t tested any boundaries with me despite my nose informing me of his interest in things more intimate.

“He’s nice,” I replied, relieved I managed to think a little before speaking. “He’s courteous.”

“Good looking,” Wendy supplied, winking at me. “In the rugged cowboy way.”

“Cowboy way?” I asked, tilting my head to the side. “He’s not so rough.”

Cowboys wore worn jeans, boots and often lacked the refinement I saw in Sanders. There was something sophisticated about him, but not in the wealthy, suffocating way I knew too well from my mother and father.

“Just wait until you see his truck,” Wendy replied. “You said you had a stomach bug earlier. No problems tonight? How long were you sick?”

“I’m fine now, I think,” I replied, taking another sip of my coffee. Since I doubted there was any harm in telling her, I said, “Three bloody miserable days.”

At the awkward silence following my answer, I stared down at my coffee and wished I could disappear. When I had prostituted, the men had been simple to keep entertained. They wanted one thing from me, and they had no interest in social pleasantries.

Sipping my coffee gave me something to do while I waited for them to tell me what they wanted.

“No wonder you were so hungry,” Wendy said, setting her coffee down. “I wonder what’s taking Sanders so long.”

“Probably taking my Mercedes on a joy ride,” Desmond muttered.

“Traffic, Mrs. Desmond. All of the late shows are letting out at the same time, and those who went for a drink on the casino level are hitting the streets right now,” I explained, emptying my coffee cup before setting it back on its saucer. “If he doesn’t know his way around, he’s likely figuring out how to find the valet parking.”

“Do you drive, Miss Sara?”

I shook my head. While my fake ID would likely let me get away with getting behind the wheel, I’d never driven before. My father had believed it beneath me to learn, and my mother hadn’t questioned his decree.

“Unusual.” Desmond picked up my saucer and cup. “More coffee, Miss Sara?”

“No, but thank you,” I murmured.

Wendy leaned towards me, steepling her fingers together. Her brown eyes gleamed with a hint of Sanders’s amber. “Why did you accept our invitation?”

I snorted, and unable to stop myself, I burst into laughter. “You won’t like the answer.”

“You need the money.”

I shrugged. “Sure. We all do in this town. Think half the women would dance if they didn’t need the cash? No. Most would rather have a cushy job behind a desk or some hot number to pay her way. Now, don’t get me wrong, some of the girls like the work, but most of us started because we needed the money. I need it for school and rent. The showgirl act pays well enough, but it’s not enough.”

“Why do you think I wouldn’t like that answer?” Wendy demanded, her expression puzzled. “Paying for school is a good reason.”

“It was the ‘I’d get fired if I didn’t’ part you won’t like,” I muttered under my breath.

“You would have been fired?” Wendy straightened, her gaze shifting by me to her husband. “You were told this when our offer was given to you?”

“Oh, no. He accepted your offer before I was asked.” I slapped my hands to my mouth, going cold as I realized what I had said. My throat tightened until I wheezed with each breath. My heartbeat hammered in my ears.

What was wrong with me? My tongue was never so loose. Tears burned in my eyes.

The back of my chair shifted. Desmond’s hands seized my shoulders, his grip firm. Ducking his head down, his breath tickled my ear. “Breathe, Miss Sara. Slow and deep,” he ordered.

My body obeyed him, and despite the painful clenching in my chest, my lungs filled and I exhaled, long and slow.

“Did anyone give you anything to drink or eat in the past few hours?” he asked, his hands massaging my shoulders. “Keep breathing slow and deep. Stay calm. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You. Wendy. Sanders,” I answered.

“Before us.”

“Oh.” I blinked. Working the pole, dancing for Sanders, was a blur in my memory. The first dance was clear enough, before the heat of working in vinyl for so long had gotten to me. “Water at the club. From bottles,” I murmured, slumping in my seat from the way Desmond’s hands relaxed my tense muscles.

“Anything else?”

“Oh. I was nervous. Danny gave me a shot of vodka, straight up. Not uncommon, especially when one of us finds out we’re likely going home with someone.” I shook my head, wishing I could get my hands on the whole bottle to smother my embarrassment over the way I was running my mouth. “I headline, so he doesn’t usually send me home with someone.”

At least, he often didn’t. Usually, I tried to escape the club as soon as I had gathered my tips for the night, which insured I only went home with men I wanted—or when I needed the money to help pay the bills. The rest of the time, I made my interest in potential men known to him between acts.

Until tonight, the boss hadn’t crossed the line between my encouragement of certain prostitution offers and him making the arrangements without my consent.

A shiver ran through me, and I clenched my teeth so I wouldn’t say another word. If the boss ever found out I was giving the Desmonds information about his club, he’d ruin me.

“Who is Danny?” Desmond paused in his massaging. “Wendy, get some water, please. Also, call Sanders and find out how long he’ll be.”

Wendy shot to her feet and headed around the table to the other room, pausing to grab her purse. Puzzled, I watched her go. Watching Desmond’s wife let me keep quiet. The ongoing commentary I expected from my wolf didn’t come. I frowned, wondering if she didn’t like coffee and it had driven her away.

Getting rid of her couldn’t be so simple, could it?

Desmond cleared his throat, giving my shoulders a squeeze. “Who is Danny, Miss Sara?”

My mouth ignored my efforts to keep quiet, and I answered, “Oh. She’s a regular. One of the club’s best dancers. She danced after me in the rotation with the green girls, teaching them the ropes. Had fives.”

“Fives?”

“Five minute shifts. Makes the club look like there are more dancers than there actually are.” I sighed. “Boss is going to ruin me for sure.”

“He’s not going to touch you,” Desmond growled, his grip on me tightening. “Why do you work at that scum’s club?”

“Gently,” Wendy chided, returning with a glass of water, which she set in front of me. “Drink that, Sara.”

In my head, I refused, but the glass was in my hand and I was doing exactly what she told me to. I drained it empty, gasping to catch my breath.

Wendy took the glass and sighed. “You didn’t have to drink it down all at once.”

“Any luck on Sanders?”

“He’s at the valet and will be up in a few minutes.”

Letting me go, Desmond circled my chair to sit on the arm. “When did this Danny give you the vodka?”

“Not long before I came downstairs with George,” I reported.

Desmond checked his watch. “Sometime between eight and eight-thirty, then. Miss Sara, look at me and listen to me very carefully.”

I obeyed. Instead of his usual brown, Desmond’s eyes matched Sanders’s, a burning amber gold. For a brief moment, my wolf stirred, but she retreated again, her presence a sleepy murmur in my head.

He lifted my chin with his finger, forcing me to meet his gaze. “The only person you will obey is me. If someone gives you an order you do not want to obey, you will ask me before you follow it. You will do nothing you are not comfortable with. Am I understood?”

“Yes, sir,” my mouth said despite the panic settling over me.

“Breathe, Sara,” he ordered.

Because he told me to, I obeyed.

“Wendy, another glass of water,” Desmond said, rising from where he sat to slump down on the couch.

When Wendy returned, she once again set the glass down on the coffee table. “Drink that, Sara.”

I shook my head, trying to scoot away, but the chair was heavy large to push away from the coffee table. Twisting to face Desmond, I stared at him with wide, tear-blurred eyes.

“I was hoping that wouldn’t work,” Desmond replied, scowling. “Sara, it’s just water. You can drink it if you want to. Please be assured we are not going to make you do anything you do not wish to do.”

“Charles, perhaps you should relax a little. You’re quite tense,” Wendy murmured.

The door behind me opened. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic was obnoxious; I ended up missing the bloody turn into the hotel and had to circle around,” Sanders announced. He sighed, tossing his wallet onto the coffee table before dropping down on the armchair opposite me. “Did I miss anything interesting?”

“Charles is contemplating murder,” Wendy replied, sitting beside her husband on the couch.

I stared at Desmond, wondering how his wife had come to that conclusion—and why.

“What now?”

“Sara, did anyone give you anything to drink before our, ah, invitation was extended to you?” Desmond asked. “Any water?”

“Had a bottle, was guzzling water between dances,” I replied, shrugging. “Danny was on after me so she was fetching them.”

“What are you talking about?” Sanders demanded.

“I have reason to believe she was drugged at the club, perhaps to make her more interested in joining us for the evening,” Desmond growled.

Sanders sat up, his amber eyes flicking to me before focusing on Desmond. There was something odd about the way he stared, as though he wasn’t quite willing to meet Desmond’s gaze. “Are you fucking serious?”

“Sara, go sit on Sanders’s lap and cover his mouth with your hand, please.”

My sleepy wolf stirred, her interest immediately roused. She, as much as Desmond’s command, drove me out of my seat. I meant to straddle Sanders, but he caught me by the waist, turned me, and sat me down on his knees. I twisted, reaching for his mouth, pressing my fingers to his lips.

“Okay, point made, Desmond. Don’t force her to do something like that!” Sanders growled, deep in his chest, and a pleasant shiver ran through me at the feel of his mouth moving beneath my fingertips. I lowered my gaze to the top two buttons of his shirt, both of which were still undone.

The heat of my wolf’s desire spread from my belly through the rest of me.

“She is under orders to obey Charles and only if she’s comfortable with doing what she’s been told to do,” Wendy replied, her tone smug.

Sanders captured my hands in his, and with his amber eyes fixed on me, he seized my thumb between his teeth, the tip of his tongue warm on my skin. “Is that true, Miss Sara?”

“Yes,” was my breathless reply.

“Sara, why don’t you come sleep with me tonight? I’m better than that layabout over there,” Desmond suggested.

My wolf recoiled at the thought, and before I could stop her, she growled through me. She wrested control from me, her rage snuffing out all hints of her desire for Sanders. Sanders held me by my waist, holding me back while I clawed in Desmond’s direction at my wolf’s command.

She didn’t want to mate with him. She wanted to rip out his throat for even thinking of betraying his wife—his mate. I lurched in his direction, snarling and snapping my teeth. Sanders tightened his hold, forcing my back against his chest. “Jesus, Sara, you’re a little hellcat. I think she’s saying no and something about feeding your heart to you, Desmond.”

I didn’t remember saying anything any all, and when my wolf’s need for blood surged, I stopped caring, fighting to break free of Sanders’s hold on me.

“So I see. Sara, stop that,” Desmond ordered. “I didn’t mean it.”

My body stiffened and froze, and my wolf snarled her frustration at the command neither one of us could disobey. Pulling me close to him, Sanders secured his hold on me with one arm, covering my eyes with the other. His breath warmed my throat.

“That was not very nice of you, Charles,” Wendy growled. Through me, my wolf growled in response, echoing the other woman’s annoyance.

“Relax, Sara, he’s not going to touch you. He wouldn’t do that to Wendy, not if he values his life,” Sanders stated, growling with each breath.

“So riled up, Sanders,” Desmond said. “I apologize, Sara. I thought you’d feel better knowing you always have a choice.”

“You could have just told her, Desmond!”

“I understand the Ketamine, but what I want to know is who gave her the wolfsbane and when,” Desmond replied, his tone low and cold. “When I find them, I will teach them a very important lesson on how ladies should be treated.”

Wolfsbane. My wolf’s fright surged.

No one was supposed to know we were a wolf now instead of a human. I held my breath, glancing around for an escape route. Sanders held me tighter, one arm circling my waist while the other pinned my arms to my side.

“It’s okay, Sara,” he whispered in my ear. “We’re not going to hurt you. Easy. You have no reason to be afraid.”

“Oh, she has plenty of reasons to be afraid, Sanders, including the fact I know for certain she doesn’t belong to Vegas’s pack and no one has reported a missing unmated bitch,” Desmond replied. “So, Miss Sara. Who is your Alpha, and why isn’t he guarding you better?”


Chapter Seven
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My wolf’s terror consumed me, leaving me hostage to her instinct to run and live to fight another day.

I couldn’t remember much about my first transformation; one minute I was a human and Rory and Isabella were sinking their fangs into me—the next, my wolf had come to my rescue, turning on them so we might survive.

I had no memory of searing pain deep inside while my bones shifted, snapped, and reformed. My muscles writhed under my skin, which split, dissolved, and reformed to a furry coat. She was so frightened she wouldn’t let us scream.

If we cried out, it would show weakness.

If we were weak, we would die.

Under the light of the blood moon, we had been strong and large enough to fight off our attackers, killing so we wouldn’t be killed. Without its ruddy glow, I took a more gangly form, with paws too big for my long legs. My wolf ruled, forcing me to tuck my tail and lower my head so my throat wouldn’t be torn out. At her insistence, I cowered and retreated in the direction of the piano, hiding beneath its bench.

“She’s just a puppy,” Wendy spluttered. “Charles, she’s a puppy. She can barely walk on her own.”

“I see that,” Desmond replied before heaving a sigh. “Things become clearer.”

“Clearer how?” Sanders demanded. He knelt beside the armchair, his amber eyes bright.

Desmond growled. “That was no stomach bug. Ritual sickness. There’s nothing else it could be. Three days puts it right during the full moon.”

Ritual sickness? My wolf didn’t understand what he was talking about and neither did I. I hunched over the bench’s supports, whining with each breath. I didn’t want to remember the full moon. I didn’t want to remember how I had buried my fangs into my best friend’s throat, her blood hot in my mouth.

“Who did it?” Sanders growled.

Breathing in the scents, all my wolf could distinguish was cinnamon and the acrid bite of rage hanging thick in the air.

“Let’s worry about your little puppy first,” Desmond suggested.

“My little puppy?” Sanders whirled around, lost his balance, and sat down hard.

“I see no reason you can’t claim her as yours if her Alpha can’t hold onto her. If you don’t want her, I’ll take her to Richard. I’m sure one of his unmated males would jump at a chance for such a beauty. If her Alpha can hold her, well, we’ll find out who he is soon enough.” Desmond’s tone promised violence, and I shuddered, whining and retreating from under the bench to the corner.

“Charles, perhaps you should relax. You’re frightening her,” Wendy stated, her tone utterly calm. “Sara, darling, we’re not going to hurt you.”

I shook. They saw me for what I was: a monster. They weren’t afraid of me—of us? Confusion, worry, and fear choked off my breath.

What did they mean by Alpha? Why would anyone want a monster? Why did it matter I hadn’t allowed my wolf to mate with the first eligible male?

My wolf’s attention focused on Sanders, who still gawked at Desmond.

“She’s looking at you, Sanders,” Wendy said.

I pressed down to the floor, the marble cold against my belly, turning my ears back. My wolf approved, easing control away from me so we remained still.

Twisting around to face me, Sanders’s eyes darkened to a light brown. “Sara.” The way he breathed my name soothed my wolf.

“Poor girl. Unless my nose is lying to me, she’s rutting early and probably has no idea what’s going on,” Wendy said, shaking her head, crouching beside Sanders. “If her Alpha isn’t the one driving the rogues, I’ll be surprised. Easy pickings for you, Sanders, if you want her. If not, Richard’s a call away.”

“She’s traumatized enough and drugged with wolfsbane. You want me to add to it?” Sanders flexed his hands, drew a deep breath, and sighed. “If she’s rutting, you know exactly what’ll happen, Wendy.”

“Oh, my. The thought never, ever occurred to me,” Wendy replied, covering her mouth with her hands, her eyes widening. “Charles, did we keep the receipts for our daughters? Sanders doesn’t seem to think I know what happens during the rut.”

Desmond snorted. “If only.”

“Wendy!”

“She likes you. She thinks you’re nice. You’d rather let her stay with the cretin who performed the ritual and then let her run loose?” The sharp edge in Wendy’s voice made Sanders flinch.

My wolf growled.

“Damn it, Wendy. She’s drugged,” Sanders spluttered.

“Should make it easier for you to subjugate her. You know how this works. If her Alpha isn’t taking care of her, someone has to. I’m sure Charles could until Richard arrives, but it’ll be much nicer for her if you’re the one to do it.” Wendy huffed, bending down to pick up the shredded ruins of the dress I had worn. “A real shame about the gown. She made it beautiful.”

“Stop worrying, Sanders. I ordered her to do exactly what she wants, and if anyone else tried to make her do something she didn’t want to do, she’s to ask me. I’m more impressed she managed to embrace her wolf with wolfsbane in her system. They must not have given her much, knowing she’s just a puppy, or she burned it off somehow. She was giving you the eye earlier. Maybe the fact she’s rutting is helping. At least she’s not weak to it like Richard is.” Desmond stood and approached me, halting within several strides. “She probably weighs about fifty pounds. Pretty puppy coat, too. Solid black from the looks of it.”

“Makes me wonder how she’ll shed out after she’s aged,” Wendy said, dumping the shredded gown onto the table.

“Or mated,” Desmond added.

“Too young. Even if she mates this year, I bet she won’t shed out until next winter at the absolute earliest,” Wendy declared.

“I don’t know, dear. If Sanders lets her sink her teeth into him, she might this rut. He is an Alpha after all, even though he’s acting like he’s in his puppy coat still.”

“Desmond!”

“Be nice, Charles. It’s been less than a year. Anyway, most bitches shed out after three years, so don’t rush her. She’ll shed out when she’s good and ready to shed out. Sanders, dear, you can subjugate her without nipping her, you know. Unless, of course, you want to nip her.” Wendy smirked at Sanders, crossing her arms. “She’s lovely, sweet, and she’s interested in you. Most men would kill to be you right now.”

Sanders spluttered.

Desmond crouched in front of me, resting his forearms on his knees. “Sara, can you tell us your Alpha’s name?”

Because the question wasn’t unreasonable, I couldn’t resist the compulsion to shake my head.

“Do you know his name?”

Once again, I shook my head.

Desmond frowned, then his expression went slack. Sucking in a breath, he stared at me with widening eyes. “Sara, do you know what an Alpha is?”

I shook my head, and unable to retreat any farther, I whined. Desmond stayed where he was and asked, “Were you attacked?”

Ashamed what I had done to survive, I curled into a ball and shook, whining with every breath.

Sanders whispered. “Are you seriously thinking she was forced to accept the ritual?”

Drawing a deep breath, Desmond held it for a long moment before letting it out in a sigh. “I don’t think she was forced, Sanders. I don’t think she has any idea what she is, what we are, or what’s happening to her at all. I think some rogue wolves went hunting and found out what could be born beneath a blood moon.”
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As long as I stayed in the corner, my wolf let me stay in control. Desmond kept us trapped with his presence alone, sitting on the piano bench while he watched me. I panted, unable to stop trembling.

“What do you think, Wendy?” Desmond asked.

“You’re asking me?” My wolf identified the change in the woman’s scent as surprise.

“You’re submissive. For some reason, I don’t think my usual method of dealing with these sort of things would be wise or appropriate,” Desmond replied, huffing. “She’s terrified enough. Your show, Wendy. My way will cause a lot more harm than good, I think.”

“Unbelievable. You can be taught. Okay. I guess I want to know what you think happened to her, first,” Wendy replied, coming up to join her husband at the piano bench. “If you don’t think there was a ritual and you don’t think she was forced, what happened?”

“She’s either a reverse True-born or she’s spontaneous,” Desmond replied, rising so Wendy could take his place on the bench. “When we first met her, I wasn’t paying much attention to my nose; I was a bit distracted. My bet, considering her reactions and what I know of the rogues in the area, is that she’s spontaneous.”

“I wasn’t paying much attention, either,” Sanders mumbled from his spot on the couch. “To my nose.”

“I know exactly what you both were paying attention to,” Wendy growled, her glare focusing on her husband. “I’m still deciding how you will pay for your crimes, Husband. Sanders, you’re encouraged to pay attention to things other than your nose. Charles, on the other hand, is not supposed to be doing such things without me.”

“Duly noted,” Desmond replied. “I shall endeavor to come up with a suitable penance for my crimes.”

“One I’ll enjoy,” Wendy demanded.

“One you’ll enjoy very much.”

“Could you two focus on the problem instead of flirting?” Sanders pleaded. “I’ve heard of successful forced rituals, but what in the hell do you mean by spontaneous?”

“All myths have a bit of truth in them… and the one about werewolves being created by another werewolf attacking them is a myth with a little bit of truth. Humans born to wolves are rare, but it’s obvious enough what they are when they show up. There’s what, three of them alive right now versus zero—possibly one—spontaneous?”

“Something like that. One in North America. I think the other two are in Europe,” Sanders replied. Sighing, he stood, crossed the room, and leaned against the piano. “So you think she was attacked by rogues?”

“Do or die.” Desmond growled. “Attacked, probably for sport or mating, and she proved either incompatible with them or she fought them. That’s one possibility. Maybe one of them tried mating with her, and she didn’t like it and was so desperate to get away she bonded with a wolf to escape. I suppose it’s possible she just spontaneously bonded when the moon rose, though I’ve never heard of that happening before. We won’t know for certain unless she tells us.”

With them distracting each other, I belly-crawled along the wall in my effort to get out of the corner.

Sanders sidestepped the piano, and before I could scramble to my paws, he grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and lifted me up. I yipped, and at my wolf’s insistence, I tucked my paws and tail. “Jesus, she’s not even fifty pounds, Desmond. She’s like Richard, except she’s an actual puppy and not just pretending to be one. There’s no muscle to her at all.”

Cradling me in one of his arms, Sanders returned to the couch, sinking down carefully. I whined and whimpered, trembling as he situated me on his lap, all without releasing my scruff. “Okay, Sara. Easy. We’re not going to hurt you. Wendy, you’re the least likely to give her a heart attack. Mind changing?”

“I don’t mind. Just try not to frighten her, Charles.”

“Me?” Desmond demanded.

“Yes, you. Don’t terrorize the poor puppy. Let Sanders see if he can calm her. If you can subjugate her gently, it might be wise, Matthew.”

Snorting, Sanders relaxed beneath me, stroking his hand along my back without loosening his hold on my scruff. “They’re going to kill me, I hope you know.”

Wendy paused halfway to the hallway. “Whatever for?”

My wolf breathed in deep; she fixated on the faint hints of Sanders’s interest in us. When Desmond didn’t come any closer, she relaxed, and twisting and turning, she situated my paws beneath me before shunting control back to me. At her encouragement, I lurched upright. My legs trembled, but I managed to remain standing.

Sanders stroked his hand down my back one more time before he moved his stroking hand to my neck. He slid his other hand under my belly and supported me. “I’m an unmated Alpha about to bring an unmated bitch into the pack. The instant I do that, they’ll be calling demanding to know what’s going on and asking Desmond to provide supervision.”

“Denied,” Wendy replied. “You will surrender your phone to Charles. You will present yourself to the lovely lady at her convenience.”

“Hey!”

“Sorry, Sanders. My mate has spoken,” Desmond replied, holding out his hand. “Please surrender your cell. I will assure them that everything is as it should be. You do not need their approval for this. You do, however, require mine. It’s granted.”

“I don’t need your approval,” Sanders growled.

“The Shadow Pope says otherwise.”

I cocked my ears back at the conversation, wondering what they were talking about. The only Pope I knew of led the Catholic Church, and I was fairly certain he would view me as the abomination I was.

“Damn it, Desmond! You can’t be going along with that bullshit. I’m not up for sale or auction.”

“Actually, you are. Otherwise, every eligible bitch on the continent would show up on your doorstep for a chance to sink her teeth into you. You should be grateful. No one knocks on your door without my approval. If they came when they wanted, they would’ve been hunting you within a month of Mary’s death. Anyway, your little lady has my approval.” Smirking, Desmond sank onto the armchair. “Surrender the phone, Sanders. Now.”

“I don’t want her to fall.”

“She’ll tumble onto your lap if she does. I’m sure she’ll be fine. Puppies are remarkably resilient. The phone, Sanders, not pitiful excuses.”

Sighing, Sanders shifted beneath me, keeping hold of my neck while he dug for his cell. Leaning over me, he set it on the coffee table. “Fine. There.”

I pressed against him, and because my wolf desired him, I breathed in Sanders’s scent. At her insistence, I lifted my head and bumped his chin. He laughed, loosening his grip on my scruff. “Okay, okay. Relax, Sara. Your fur tickles.”

“Seems the little lady isn’t afraid of you in the slightest.”

“Have I given her a reason to be?”

“Then why is she afraid of me?” Desmond demanded.

“I don’t know, Desmond. It could have something to do with the fact you suggested she sleep with you tonight?” Sanders wrapped his arm around me and held me against his chest. “Which you will not.”

“My, my. She’s really going to have you rutting at the rate you’re going.”

“Desmond! Will you stop? Please. It’s really not funny.”

Chuckling, Desmond grabbed Sanders’s phone and slipped it into his pocket. “Don’t feel bad, Sanders. She’s influencing Wendy and I as well, so you’re not alone. I’ve been eyeing Wendy’s throat all night long. No shame in it. It’ll do you some good, even if you don’t establish a bond with her.”

“You two are a mated pair. There is a difference.”

I sucked in a breath. Were Sanders, Desmond, and Wendy like me? Did they also have wolves? Mating and food consumed my wolf. Their discussion both worried and interested us.

I didn’t want to be eaten.

She wanted a mate.

I didn’t think Sanders was going to eat me. As long as I stayed close to him, my wolf remained calm and relaxed. The thought of going near Desmond worried her.

She didn’t want him; Wendy had staked her claim on him. While he was attractive, the idea of infringing on another woman’s territory repulsed my wolf so much her fretting made my stomach churn.

“Sanders, be realistic. Until she learns how to control herself, she’s going to attract every male, human or otherwise, who gets a sniff of her.” Desmond shook his head and sighed. “You’re being remarkably stubborn about this.”

“Maybe I don’t want just a one night fling,” Sanders snarled.

Whining at the anger in his tone and scent, my wolf encouraged me to duck my head and tuck my tail. Uncertain of what was going on and why it upset Sanders, I obeyed. Sanders adjusted his grip on my scruff, and with his other hand, he lifted my muzzle. My wolf didn’t understand what he was trying to do, and her confusion fed my worries.

“I’m fairly confident she isn’t the type either. If she were, she’d be much easier to take home. What are you going to do next moon? Like it or not, you’re going to rut just like everyone else. You have several choices and you’re not going to enjoy any of them. I know losing Mary was hard, but you can’t deny your instincts forever. You can bring Sara into your pack and protect her from the fact she’s rutting as much as you can. You might end up like Richard, able to delay the inevitable for a season or two. The best he did before he stole my daughter, the damned thieving weasel, was two seasons. Alternatively, you could attempt to form the mating bond with her after you’ve coaxed her back to being human again. Have a talk with her, explain what’s involved and what it means, and what’s in store for her if she doesn’t mate with you. Finally, you can hand her over to Richard, who will find suitable partners for her.”

Sanders flexed his hand, loosening his hold on my scruff for a moment. Taking advantage of the opportunity, my wolf took control long enough to cower across his legs, whining.

When he didn’t seize our scruff again, my wolf calculated the chances of running for the corner without getting caught.

Sighing, the man she wanted as our mate muttered, “I hate when you’re right.”

“You must hate me all the time,” Desmond replied, his tone amused.

The strong scent of cinnamon drew my wolf’s attention, and the scent reminded her so much of Rory and Isabella she launched off Sanders’s lap, hit the arm of the couch, and jumped, retreating towards the window. Her control strengthened until she ruled, leaving me as nothing more than a passenger.

Her fears—and mine—came true when a wolf stalked in from the other room, more than double my size, and far larger than either Rory or Isabella. My wolf sniffed and, with a single breath, determined the intruder was a female. Her coloration wasn’t so different from a real wolf, mottled gray and brown, although her ears and nose were the bright red of a fox.

My wolf snarled, retreating into the corner. She raised her hackles and arched her back to give the illusion of larger size. Lowering her head to protect her throat, she focused all of her attention on the biggest threat, the new female.

With each passing moment, my wolf’s fear surged and strengthened, until the intensity of it cut off our breath.

“I think your theory might be sound,” Sanders whispered. “She’s absolutely terrified. Desmond, please. Don’t torture her like this.”

“Easy, Sanders. I know you and your wolf are invested, but let Wendy work,” Desmond soothed.

My fear of being eaten infected my wolf. Would the other wolf eat us in a couple of quick swallows, or would she be like Rory and Isabella, eager to savor the struggles of their prey? My wolf whined.

Rory and Isabella hadn’t been much larger than us, and my wolf had taken them by surprise.

The new wolf was ready, her head lowered to guard her throat, her yellowed eyes watching our every move. She remained silent, padding towards me. My wolf crammed into the corner, tail tucked and ears cocked back.

Instead of the full-bodied bark I expected, my wolf squeaked.

Desmond laughed. “Sara, Wendy isn’t going to hurt you.”

Wendy was the other wolf? My wolf drew in quick sniffs to catch the intruder’s scent. Beneath the strong cinnamon and spice, a hint of Wendy lingered. Voicing another whine, my wolf flopped, rolled, and tucked her paws and tail. Exposing her throat, she trembled in fear and anticipation of another attack.

The other wolf stood over us, and with one ear cocked back, she stared at Desmond.

Coughing in an effort to swallow a laugh, Desmond turned in the armchair, kneeling on the cushion to rest his elbows on the back. “Wendy, very gently seize Sara’s throat in your teeth. Light pressure, just enough she knows you’re the dominant one. Place a paw on her shoulder and use enough pressure to hold her down, but once again, be gentle. She’s tiny and it’ll be easy to hurt her. Don’t be shy. You’ve seen me do it hundreds of times.”

My wolf whined at the feel of Wendy’s teeth, once again waking the memory of Rory’s and Isabella’s fangs tearing at my legs and arms before my wolf had come to my rescue.

“Okay, Wendy. That’s enough. See if you can calm her wolf down,” Desmond ordered.

When Wendy released us, my wolf’s relief was so great she relinquished control. I froze, uncertain of what to do. If my wolf had any idea of how to interact with another of our kind, one who didn’t want to eat us, she didn’t share her knowledge. Her presence faded, and her exhaustion bled into me.

Wendy nudged me with the tip of her nose before dragging her tongue along my neck. When I didn’t fight her, she kept me pinned with a paw and went to work on my fur. I remained baffled and alarmed by how close she was and how she left none of me untouched by her efforts.

My wolf, however, found the attention soothing, and when Wendy nosed at my side and tried to roll me over, my wolf encouraged me to obey. I did so, although I pressed one flank against the wall. Wendy seized my scruff and lifted. I tucked my paws and tail. Holding me off the floor, she carried me to the couch, lurched up to place her paws on the arm of the chair, and deposited me on Desmond’s lap.

I froze, whining when he took hold of my neck.

“Sara, please relax,” Desmond chided. “Isn’t it obvious we aren’t going to hurt you? I understand you’re frightened, but if you don’t start trusting us at least a little, we can’t help you. We need to know what happened to you to make sure we stop it from happening to someone else. You need to go change back to being human so you can talk to us. Wendy can help you, but you need to try to relax.”

My wolf didn’t want to relax. She wanted to find somewhere safe and dark to hide.

I didn’t want to be human when there was a wolf nearby.

“Wendy, I know this is asking a lot, but take her into the bedroom and see what you can do with her when us males aren’t frightening the living daylights out of her. If she rolled over for you so easily, you might not need my help. I think that would be better for all of us. If you do need our help, well, we’re a yip or howl away.” Desmond leaned over, setting me on the floor so his wife could once again seize my scruff in her jaws. Carrying me in her mouth as though I weighed nothing, she headed down the hallway into a bedroom.

Hooking the door with her paw, she closed it behind her before heading to a corner, where she set me down and pinned me to the floor. Our eyes met, and while she made no sound, my wolf understood what Wendy wanted.

My wolf didn’t want to return to human form with my frail flesh and inability to defend against fang and claw. I didn’t care, so long as the suffocating pressure from Wendy’s gaze eased. The battle of wills occurred in utter silence while I remained a bystander.

Wendy won.
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Transforming hurt, and unlike Wendy, who shifted from wolf to woman with silent grace, I choked on my cries, shuddering as my bones stretched thin, broke, cracked, and reformed while my muscles snapped and pulled. Wendy crouched beside me, murmuring encouragement until I collapsed limp to the floor, unable to do anything other than focus on catching my breath.

“You’ll get used to it,” she promised, reaching behind her to pull a white bathrobe off the back of a chair. The thought of moving hurt, but without any hesitation, she held me upright and slipped my arms into the robe, arranging it around my shaking body to her satisfaction.

Leaning me against the wall, she backed away, keeping an eye on me while she dressed in a set of plaid flannel pajamas. “It’s true, isn’t it? You really have no idea what you are, do you?”

Swallowing didn’t ease the tightness in my throat. Without my wolf offering me her insights or flashes of courage, all I could force myself to do was nod.

Wendy knelt in front of me, her hands resting on her legs. “Were you told anything at all? Trust me, it’ll be easier to answer to me, Sara. The two brain-dead males in there don’t know when to back off.”

“I heard that, Wendy,” Desmond called out from the other room.

“You were supposed to,” Wendy muttered as she rose and went to the door. “Please stop eavesdropping, Charles. Well, Miss Sara?”

She shut the door before returning to my side, sitting just out of arm’s reach of me.

I shook my head.

“Charles likes to think he’s clever, but I prefer to work with actual knowledge, not interesting stories and guesses. Let us help you, Sara. We can’t unless you tell us what happened to you. I’ll ask questions, just nod, shake your head, or shrug if you’re uncertain or don’t know. We can start there. Is that okay?”

I nodded.

“Were you asked if you wanted to become one of us?”

“No,” I whispered.

“Do you remember any sort of ritual by either a wolf or a human? Anything with a pattern? Anything you may have mistaken for a wolf dancing or prancing around you before you became a wolf? Were there any markings on the ground?”

I remembered Rory drawing circles on the ground around Isabella before she had turned into a monster. Shuddering, I shook my head. After they transformed into beasts, I wasn’t sure what had happened beyond the pain of them tearing into me.

Why was it so difficult to say the truth? My wolf recoiled from the memories as much as I did, although there was a hint of pride in our victory and survival.

“You were really attacked?”

Nodding would have been easier, but it wasn’t better. It wasn’t what I needed to do. My guilt swelled, and all I could remember was Isabella’s face, her laughter, and the times we had spent together. She had welcomed me when I had been afraid, and because of that, she was dead, and my wolf and I had killed her. “They were hungry.”

Wendy flinched. “I see. You fought back.”

“She fought.”

“Your wolf? She fought for you when they hunted you?”

My wolf prodded at me to answer, and the words bubbled out of me. “She’s always hungry,” I confessed, staring at the carpeted floor. “Useless males she thinks of as food. As prey. Rory wanted to make me suffer because I had left him, because I moved away. Ran. Rejected him. He took my best friend. She became like him. They hunted me. They were hungry. They ate.”

Wendy sucked in a breath. “You were still human.”

“Human,” I echoed, unable to focus my eyes on anything. “They were hungry. The wolf wasn’t. They weren’t food prey. They were a threat, so she killed them.”

There was something more to it than that, a scent my wolf remembered, something that made her stomach churn and quelled her appetite. Killing them hadn’t been good enough for my wolf. She hadn’t stopped, not until she painted the desert with their blood. “She smelled something. Something that made them unfit for food. Not prey.”

“What did you do?”

“I left their bodies. He… had a cabin where he held us. I showered before going home.”

“You showered? As a wolf?”

Both my wolf and I were puzzled. I cocked my head to the side. “Not as a wolf. Human. Showered and dressed as a human. Crossing the desert would have been easier as a wolf. I don’t know how to drive.”

Rory had left a car parked nearby, a sporty little thing. Unlike the one he had in New York, it hadn’t had so much as a speck of rust on it.

“Who helped you become human?”

“Did someone help? I don’t remember,” I murmured. Becoming human had been a pain-filled blur.

“I see. So you went home. What happened?”

“She’s always hungry. I fed her until I ran out of money. I returned to work so I could keep feeding her,” I whispered.

“You said you were throwing up.”

“Yes.”

“We call it ritual sickness. Your body is changing because you’re no longer quite human.”

Using me, my wolf sighed.

“No longer quite wolf,” I said on her behalf.

“No longer quite wolf,” she agreed.

“I was a vegetarian.” The confession helped, as though saying what I had once been lifted an invisible weight off my shoulders. “Sometimes had fish or eggs. Rarely bacon. Only a couple of times a year. Couldn’t afford to eat much. Can barely pay the rent as it is. Clothes are expensive. Work’s expensive. School’s expensive.”

Wendy grimaced. “You went from a vegetarian to a voracious carnivore overnight.”

“She needs to eat.”

“If she’s still hungry, you can order as much room service as you can stomach, Sara. We’ll pay for it. That’s part of our job. You won’t feel so hungry all of the time in a few weeks. You’ll always eat more than a human now, but you’ll find it’s not so bad once you’ve had a chance to adapt.” Wendy smiled. “Except at buffets. We all eat a lot at buffets. It’s a weakness. You’ll find even the most submissive of wolves becomes competitive when food is involved.”

“Or males,” I muttered.

Wendy answered me with a nod. The moment of silence stretched into a minute, and she sighed. “Especially when prospective mates are involved. You’ll find males are worse when it comes for competing for mates than females. There are a lot fewer females. Your wolf wants a mate, doesn’t she?”

“She only cares about sex and food,” I whispered.

“She likes Sanders.”

“She likes anyone who feeds her.”

Wendy laughed. “Except my husband.”

My wolf, once again puzzled by Wendy, prodded me into saying, “He belongs to you.”

“In his opinion, it is the reverse, I assure you. But yes, he is my mate and I am his. Your wolf is wise to be wary of mated pairs.”

While my wolf didn’t care about Sanders’s past circumstances, I did. “What happened to Sanders’s mate?”

“She was murdered, along with several other women.” Wendy sighed, twisting around to stare in the direction of the sitting room. “They were together for a long time. I think he fears betraying her memory by allowing himself another chance to be happy and mated. My mate is responsible for keeping him out of trouble. There is a group responsible for policing our kind and other supernaturals. They have decreed that due to his rank and situation, he’s not to mate with another Normal like Mary. They want Charles to select a mate for him who is, ah, a better match.”

“A better match?” I demanded.

“One of us. A Fenerec.”

My eyes widened. “Fenerec.”

“What you, as a Normal, would have called a werewolf. You’ll find most of us view that term as offensive. But, yes, that’s what we are. We are Fenerec. As a female, you’re a bitch.”

“A bitch.”

Wendy grinned. “A bitch. Dominant males who lead a pack are Alphas. A dominant female who leads a pack is also an Alpha, although any bitch mated to an Alpha male is called the pack’s Alpha female, no matter how submissive she is. It’s not uncommon for Alpha males to mate with either extremely dominant or submissive bitches. They either want a challenge or they need someone to protect.” Drawing a deep breath, Wendy said, louder, “Alphas are obnoxious like that.”

“I heard that, Wendy,” Desmond called out.

“You were supposed to, dear.” Lowering her voice, she said, “Charles is a very dominant Alpha. When he tells you to do something, you should do it.”

I nodded. My wolf remained baffled by what Wendy was telling us. She understood the concept of pack, of having a family of other wolves, but the rest confused her. “So I should do what these Alphas say?”

“That’s typically wise. Should you decide to mate with Sanders, it is your right to pull his tail, although you’ll find you will need to learn certain subtleties while you do so. He is a good Alpha. There are many bitches who would do almost anything to have a chance to be his mate.” Wendy grinned at me. “He’s good enough looking, he’s very nice, he’s generous, and he only uses force when absolutely necessary.”

“Do… do Fenerec choose mates without knowing them well?”

Wendy lounged next to me, leaning against the wall. “All of the time. Mating isn’t an exact science, not unless you’re aiming for puppies—and if you are, it is. Sometimes, a pair who has never seen each other before will succumb to the rut and wake up the next morning with a permanent mating bond. Other pairs will court each other for years first. You’ve been hunting Sanders all night long, and he has been interested in you since before the full moon.”

“What did you mean by aiming for puppies?”

“Children, Sara. If you want children, mating is pretty ritualistic. Males are infertile unless certain things happen. I believe it’s because unmated Fenerec will rut with anyone who catches their eye. Keeps unexpected puppies from happening. Having puppies is something Fenerec pairs must plan for. Granted, mated pairs can accidentally figure it out. Our wolves have a lot of instincts when it comes to making puppies, but it does take a bit of effort.”

I flushed. “Oh. What’s involved?”

“Do you like children?”

My wolf did. I wasn’t sure what I thought about having children of my own. Every time I watched children play, I doubted I could take care of someone the way a baby deserved. “I have never been with a man I wanted to have children with.”

Wendy smiled. “Most Fenerec adore children. Charles and I have two daughters; they’re twins. We… had to try several times before they were born. Mated couples may never have any children of their own because it’s difficult for us to have puppies, but we adore them all the same. When Fenerec want to become doctors or teachers, they work with the youngest of children, because all of our instincts are to nurture and protect them. A birth in the pack is very special. Large packs with strong Alphas have better chances of having puppies, but that doesn’t change how special a birth is.”

I wanted to know if Sanders wanted children, but I wasn’t brave enough to ask. My wolf wanted to know as well, but I won the battle between us.

With a low groan, Wendy got to her feet. Our eyes met, and she held out her hand. “Come on, Sara. Let me trot you out there before the males worry. You have a lot to learn, but you have the time to learn it now. Just let us take care of you. Sanders is a really good catch, if you can sink your teeth into him.”

“Sink my teeth into him?” I asked at my wolf’s insistence.

Wendy blinked at me. “Your wolf really is a puppy, isn’t she? Oh my. Maybe you have even more you need to learn than I thought.”


Chapter Eight
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I hid behind Wendy, which was a feat in and of itself since I was quite a bit taller than her. With Desmond and Sanders both staring at me, I lost all of my courage, as did my wolf. I was embarrassed, and my wolf was too tired and hungry to rise to their challenge.

“Charles, will you be a darling and order something for Sara? She’s hungry,” Wendy said, twisting around to grab my arm and pull me out of hiding. “Come on, dear. Go sit on the couch with Sanders. He makes a nice bodyguard. He’ll also keep you nice and warm.”

Desmond got up and headed for the room’s landline, grabbing the room service menu from the table. “What should I order?”

“Fish,” Wendy replied, pausing a moment. “May as well get any other seafood on the menu. See what’s suitable for a vegetarian.”

“For a vegetarian?” Halting, Desmond whirled around to face me. “You used to be a vegetarian?”

Smothered by Desmond’s stare, I recoiled, and my wolf encouraged me to take shelter with Sanders. I obeyed, sitting on the other end of the couch. My wolf wanted me to slide over to the man she wanted as our mate, but I resisted, aware of what Wendy had told me about his mate’s death.

Sanders watched me, his amber eyes bright.

Claiming one of the armchairs, Wendy sat down. “Charles, you may as well order something for the rest of us while you’re at it.”

“Yes, dear.” Sighing, Desmond grabbed a notepad and started writing down a list, which he then carried into an adjacent room, closing the door behind him.

“He can’t keep you warm if you are sitting all the way over there. One of you will need to move.” Wendy smirked at me. “Don’t be shy.”

“Wendy, you’re terrible. Don’t pressure her,” Sanders muttered.

“I’m simply taking care of the young puppy appropriately, and younglings need to be kept warm and well fed after trying ordeals. You are the most suitable individual to keep her warm.”

Judging from Sanders’s scowl, he wasn’t convinced. “You’re playing matchmaker.”

“A secondary motivation, albeit a pleasant one. She really should stay warm. I don’t feel like sharing Charles at this moment in time; therefor, it is your responsibility.”

Once again, I noticed the odd way Wendy held herself, her tone confident and sure, although her eyes never rose higher than Sanders’s chin.

I met his gaze, puzzled by why she wouldn’t look him in the eyes. The color, so vibrant and golden-yellow, held me captive. For a brief moment, he smiled, and my wolf basked in his approval.

“You’re going to thrall her at the rate you’re going, you naughty Alpha,” Wendy murmured, her tone satisfied.

The smile I so liked faded, and Sanders sighed. “Desmond, please control your mate.”

Desmond emerged from the adjacent room, shaking his head. “No, I don’t think so. I’ll go steal his blanket, Wendy.”

Heading down the other hallway, Desmond returned after a couple of minutes carrying a duvet, which he dumped on Wendy’s lap. Leaning over me, he smiled, slipped one hand under my knees and the other behind my back, and, with a grunt, he tossed me towards Sanders, who caught me before I could fall off the couch.

I gasped at how easily Desmond moved me.

My wolf delighted in the feel of Sanders’s arms around me. Taking the blanket from Wendy, Desmond tossed it at me. It landed on my lap. With a sigh, Sanders grabbed it and spread it over me.

It smelled like Sanders, and my wolf made me breathe deeply several times to savor the scent.

“I apologize for them. They like situating everything to their liking,” Sanders murmured.

“It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

 My wolf was confident they didn’t have a taste for strippers, which made it easier to relax—and let me believe I was safe, at least for the moment. I settled on the couch next to Sanders. There was something to Wendy’s appropriate treatment of puppies. So close to Sanders and under the soft, thick duvet, I warmed up and the tension flowed out of me. Leaning against him, I tucked my feet up on the couch, stifling a yawn.

“So?” Desmond asked, returning to his chair.

“She knows absolutely nothing about Fenerec,” Wendy announced. “Go ahead and hide with Sanders if it makes you and your wolf feel better, Sara. I know this is hard on you. It’s as you thought, Charles. She was definitely attacked; there wasn’t a ritual at all, at least not one she noticed. She was their prey. One of them appears to have been a vengeful ex-boyfriend who decided if he couldn’t have her, no one could. If they weren’t a part of the rogue pack we’re hunting, I’ll be very surprised. There were two of them, and they’re both dead.”

Wendy drew a deep breath, sighed, and whispered, “They didn’t bother with killing her before they started to eat.”

Pulling me closer to him, Sanders growled long and low.

Desmond muttered, “Likely those two we found.”

“So it seems,” Wendy agreed.

Echoing Sanders’s growl, Desmond leaned forward, rubbing his temples. “In the Inquisition’s eyes, she’ll be classified as a rogue-born unless a pack takes her. I can hide her for a little while, but not long.”

I sniffed, and my wolf identified the bite in the air as anger and disgust. All signs of Sanders’s interest were gone, buried beneath his rage. Uncertain of whether he was angry at me or something else, I tensed.

If I didn’t want to remain a frightened coward, I needed to know what I faced.

“Inquisition? Rogue-born?” I struggled to keep my voice above a whisper. “I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

Desmond watched me, his brown eyes brightening to yellow. “Fenerec live in family groups called packs. Most major cities and large towns have packs, ranging from five to a hundred plus members. Sanders has a larger pack, consisting of almost a hundred wolves. Due to the violent nature of our kind—and the violent nature of many supernaturals—we’re all policed by an organization called the Inquisition. I am a member, as are Wendy and Sanders. Most Fenerec from official packs are members, although few are required to become operatives. All Alphas are called in to help the Inquisition from time to time. It’s our job to keep Normals ignorant about our kind. It’s also our job to protect Normals from Fenerec and the other supernatural.”

Sighing, Sanders rested his cheek against the top of my head. The scent of his fury eased. Relieved, I closed my eyes and snuggled into the blanket’s warmth.

Desmond stretched his legs, making a thoughtful noise in his throat. “Rogues are Fenerec who live outside of one of the packs. Some rogues are ignored, as they aren’t a threat and do society good. So, a Rogue-born is a Fenerec, like yourself, who was changed into one of us outside of the Inquisition.”

“Desmond is pressuring me to bring you into my pack because you’ll fall off the Inquisition’s radar. You being Rogue-born becomes a non-issue. They, wicked beasts they are, are pressuring me to mate with you, as if you’re my mate, the Inquisition would treat you like a glass slipper.”

“Why?”

Desmond snorted. “Sorry, Sanders, but it’s best if she knows. The Inquisition failed to protect Mary, his mate, who died earlier this year. Because they allowed a sorcerer to escape them, she was murdered,” Desmond paused to growl something under his breath. “The sorcerer attacked the hospital where she worked, killing her and a few other nurses before he escaped. We’ve been hunting him ever since. As the Alpha of one of North America’s largest packs, Sanders’s situation is of importance to the Inquisition. In addition to hunting the sorcerer, I have been tasked with pairing Sanders with a suitable bitch. Seeing as he also lacks a witch, I am to consider potential candidates on that front as well.”

With each word, Desmond made me realize just how ignorant I was. “Sorcerers? Witches? Why a suitable bitch? Why can’t he pick who he wants?”

Sanders growled, flexing his hands. While he kept me tucked under his arm, he trembled, and his scent soured with what my wolf believed was dismay, grief, and unhappiness.

“Losing a mate is difficult, Sara. Wendy isn’t my first mate. When your mate dies, it feels like a part of you has been cut out. It hurts. It’s physical, it’s emotional, and it’s mental. Some Fenerec need years to recover from their mate’s death. Sanders is an Alpha. He doesn’t have the luxury of years. Next moon, his pack will rut, and he’ll rut right along with them because he’s the heart of his pack. He’s aware of each and every wolf he’s responsible for. He’s picked up Richard’s habit of bringing Normal mates into the pack bonds as well, so he’ll get a double dose of it. It’s his first rut since Mary’s death. That means he’ll be hit extremely hard by it.”

Sanders turned his head to face the wall, but I caught a glimpse of his reddened face.

“What do you mean by ‘hit extremely hard?’” I demanded.

“In short, any lady who wants to try to land him for life will take him to bed with her, whether he likes it or not.”

I flushed. “It’s really like that?”

“It is,” Wendy confirmed. “It’ll be that way until he establishes a mating bond with someone.”

“So what are witches and sorcerers? You don’t mean pointy hats and scary ladies with warts and cauldrons, do you?”

“Hardly. While I’m sure some witches may find a use for a cauldron, they’re individuals aligned with an element who can work magic. Air, water, earth, and fire. Fire is the most common type. It’d take hours to explain, but here’s the quick and dirty version: witches have the ability to form bonds with Fenerec, helping us to control some of our more violent instincts.”

“And sorcerers?”

“Sorcerers,” Desmond snarled, stretching his fingers out before clenching his hands into fists. “I’ve never met a good sorcerer. They gather power from the strength of emotions. I hope you never meet one, Sara. They’re the supernatural equivalent of a terrorist; the more fear and pain he causes, the more power he gains.”
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Room service saved us all from the awkward silence, and unlike at the buffet, Desmond, Wendy, and Sanders left me with the lion’s share of the food without any sign of competition. My wolf didn’t object to fish like the other Fenerec did, although she did complain at the methodical way I checked for bones. The other Fenerec preferred red meats, which likewise captured my wolf’s attention.

“Why don’t you like fish?” I asked between bites. Working my way through the first two plates of fish and rice had satisfied my wolf and my aching stomach enough I no longer felt the need to inhale my food.

“Bones,” Wendy replied, wrinkling her nose. “Our son-in-law has a very bad relationship with fish.”

Laughing, Desmond shook his head. “Without fail, he attempts to eat fish as a wolf and chokes on it, forcing someone to yank the bloody thing out of his throat. He can’t help himself. He sees a fish and all of his common sense abandons him. You’ll like him.”

“She better not,” Sanders muttered.

“Ignore him, Sara. He’s just jealous because Richard’s one of the prettiest men alive and he can’t compete with such a fine man,” Wendy informed me with a smirk.

I sniffed, took another bite of my fish, and said with as much dignity as I could muster, “I am not interested in pretty boys, if you must know. I prefer men with a little bit of a rough edge, who are tall, dark, and handsome. I don’t like looking down my nose at my dates.”

Giggling, Wendy fetched a pair of plates from the table, setting one of them in front of me. “It looks like you’re safe, Sanders. I can think of a few other men in your pack that are unmated and worth a second look at,” she teased.

Sanders grumbled something under his breath.

“Well, if Sanders decides to be stubborn, the least I can do is set up some interviews with some eligible males,” Desmond said, setting his fork down before staring at me. “Even if you don’t establish a mating bond with someone, the attempt will take a bit of the edge off. At least permit us to make your introduction to the rut as pleasant for you as possible. Who is your type, dear?”

The new dish proved to be lobster, which pleased me and my wolf. Determined to savor it, I systematically broke the meat into bite-sized chunks. “Maybe I’ll just follow Sanders home and slap any stupid bitches who try to get near him.”

“We do not slap other bitches,” Wendy chided. “Growling, snarling, and snapping your teeth is perfectly acceptable behavior, though. You probably don’t want to try to fight with them over him. You’d lose, simply because you’re a puppy who hasn’t had a chance to learn how to really fight others of our kind. Should you decide to try to follow Sanders home, we have a spare bedroom you’re welcome to use.”

“Maybe you don’t slap other bitches, Wendy, but I seem to recall a few times our daughters have done just that,” Desmond replied, his voice light with amusement. “So, who is your type? I would like to make certain you have the best experience possible and maximize your chances of finding a suitable mate. And yes, you’re more than welcome to use one of our guest rooms should you decide to follow Sanders home and you haven’t already caught him.”

While I considering Desmond’s offer, I sneaked peeks at Sanders. The fact I had seen and liked him before my wolf came around helped. He was my type, and from what I’d seen of his personality, it wasn’t just about his looks.

I’d never considered following anyone home before, not in the way I wanted to chase Sanders. If the Desmonds lived near him, I could move away from Vegas, just like I wanted. My wolf approved of the idea of hunting the one she wanted as her mate—as our mate.

She had no problems with the idea of using Desmond and Wendy as stepping stones to get the male she desired.

“Tall, dark, handsome, doesn’t button his shirt up all the way, pretty eyes, a little bit scruffy,” I said before dipping my lobster in the garlic butter sauce and chomping on it. “Needs to be nice, but not too nice. I don’t want to walk all over my man. I don’t want him walking all over me, either. He has to be able to take care of himself, since I barely manage to take care of myself.” I paused, blushing when I confessed, “I do like when they’re shy and they run away.”

“That would be the wolf in you appreciating the challenge of a hunt,” Wendy commented, and when she smiled, I gawked at her, wondering why anyone, Sanders included, would look at me with her in the room.

Desmond chuckled. “I’m sorry, Sanders, but I’m afraid you’ll just have to let the pretty lady court you all she wants. You’re her type, and I see no reason to deny her the first chance to have you. If you’re wise, you’ll let her court you to keep all of those unwanted bitches off your tail, at least for a little while.”

Groaning, Sanders leaned over and hid his face in his hands. “You’re killing me, Desmond.”

I stared at Wendy with wide eyes, shocked at the casual way Desmond arranged Sanders’s love life. “Is it really okay to do things like that? I mean, dictate relationships to him. It’s like the Middle Ages, except I don’t have a dowry.”

“Oh, Charles. That could be fun.” Wendy snickered. “Alas, we do not follow that specific tradition. I’m starting to think we should. We could buy him that new Mercedes we all want, then he’d get a lovely bitch and his dream car.”

“Don’t get any ideas, Wendy, especially if they include kidnapping young ladies.”

“You’re no fun, Charles.”

“What did you do to your mate?” Sanders demanded. “She’s even more wicked than usual. What did I do to deserve this?”

“I didn’t do anything to her. Sara is obviously a good influence on her,” Desmond replied, lifting his chin and sipping at his coffee. “If you don’t want her, I may just have to take her home with me anyway. The house has been empty without our puppies around.”

“Didn’t you just tell Wendy she couldn’t kidnap young ladies?” Sanders ran his hands through his hair. “You two!”

My wolf basked in the pleasure of being wanted while I glared at the three of them as they discussed my fate without asking me what I wanted. While I did want Sanders, while I did want out of Las Vegas, while I wanted to leave my life behind and start again, the casual way they discussed my circumstances and future was beginning to annoy me. “Perhaps I’ll just kidnap him. How hard can it be to learn how to drive? I could tie him up and throw him in the trunk. Maybe he’s the one who should be kidnapped.”

I’d been kidnapped once, and I didn’t want to repeat the experience, although I didn’t have the courage to say so outright.

“I volunteer to act as your getaway driver,” Wendy said, holding up her hand. “Pick me! We can take him to Canada, find a nice, secluded lodge, and you can take your time hunting him to your heart’s content.”

“You just want an excuse to visit our puppies,” Desmond muttered.

Lifting her chin, Wendy faked a sniffle. “If Sanders isn’t going to take her, I want to make sure she’s with someone who will protect her like she deserves.”

Desmond smiled. “I’m pretty certain kidnapping Seattle’s Alpha would cause problems, even if I told the Inquisition it was so an eligible and lovely bitch could court him, dear. If you’re going to kidnap him, keep him closer to home in case his pack needs him.”

“I’m so glad you have my pack’s interests at heart,” Sanders muttered.

 Wendy stood, circled the coffee table, and leaned over Sanders, taking one of his hands in hers. Without lifting her gaze, she massaged his palm with her thumbs. “We have your interests at heart, too. No one is asking you to forget Mary. However, you can’t deny what you are. You have a month, Sanders. Next moon, you’ll be hunted. If you need a reminder of how vicious unmated bitches can get, ask Richard. I’m sure he’ll give you a detailed description of what life is like as an unmated Alpha. You would hate it far more than you hate us organizing interviews and trying to select a suitable bitch for you.”

“Wendy…”

“Matthew Sanders, don’t you even think about hurting the pretty girl sitting next to you without a really good reason.”

Sanders sucked in a breath.

I sat straighter, my wolf voicing a low growl through me. Wendy’s gaze flicked to me. While my wolf recoiled, I refused to back down. “I’m not so fragile, thank you. If he’s not interested, he’s not interested. I’m aware of what the word no means and its usage.”

My wolf hated me for my words, and her fury burned at me from within. I shuddered at the intensity of her disapproval and dismay, but I couldn’t afford to look away. If I was going to invest in someone, if I wanted to be happy in a relationship, I had to protect him, not just guard an opportunity to be with him.

“I see,” Wendy said, releasing Sanders and backing away to her chair.

I meant to ask if Wendy really did understand, but before I could, Sanders popped a piece of lobster into my mouth. I blinked, chewing so I wouldn’t choke on it.

Sanders shook his head, licking sauce off his fingers. “I never said I wasn’t interested, Sara. I simply refuse to treat you like a cheap, one-night fling.”

Swallowing the piece of lobster, I caught my breath and stated, “It seems you have misunderstood something, Mr. Sanders. I do not enjoy one-night flings, so I’m afraid I have expectations of a lengthier relationship. Take it or leave it. If you take it, I will be expecting your dedicated attention, as I do not like sharing.”

Desmond snickered and stood. “Wendy, darling, let’s leave them to their discussion. I can think of a few things to keep us occupied in the meantime. Shall we go down to the casino? Don’t wait up for us, puppies. We’ll come by in the morning. I will, however, require my car for the evening, Sanders. Go get changed, dear.”

Chuckling, Wendy headed into the bedroom.

“I’m adding a day of owed time with it,” Sanders grumbled, wiggling to dig his keys out of his pocket. He tossed them to Desmond. “Already reneging on your debts. I see how it is.”

“I’ll return your phone in the morning, along with the keys.” Desmond smirked, grabbing his suit jacket. “Have a lovely evening, Sara.”

Wendy returned wearing a pair of jeans and a button-up blouse, linked her arm with her mate, and pulled him out of the room. “Good night, you two.”

Completely baffled by the Desmonds, I murmured, “Good night.”

They left before Sanders could argue with them.

“I can’t believe he did that. He stole my phone,” Sanders spluttered.

“Your keys, too,” I pointed out, focusing my attention on my lobster, but keeping an eye on Sanders for his reaction to being left alone with me.

He sighed. “I apologize if I offended you.”

“Am I supposed to be offended?” I asked, abandoning my food to pay full attention to him. “There’s nothing wrong with disliking one-night flings.”

“They… they hired you,” he mumbled.

“Is that the problem?” I demanded.

“You’re not property!”

“Sanders, I’m a stripper and a showgirl. In this town, there’s not much difference. I needed the money; I won’t deny it. I missed work, because… because…” I bit my lip and stared down at my hands, clasping them together so tight my knuckles turned white.

“Because of the full moon,” he supplied.

“Yes. I don’t make enough to miss work.”

“I don’t understand why.”

“Why? You mean why I’m a stripper?”

“Why you don’t make enough to miss work. In case you haven’t noticed, you’re gorgeous.”

Sighing, I leaned back against the couch, gathering the duvet to keep warm. My wolf wanted Sanders to keep me warm with his body, but I ignored her lust. “I don’t prostitute, not often. Not unless I absolutely must. I take a course or two when I can, but at the rate I’m going, it’ll be at least ten years before I have enough credits to get any sort of degree. Well, they made an offer I couldn’t refuse. You don’t want to know how much they paid to get me off work.”

“I do.”

“You’ll get upset,” I whispered.

“I won’t get upset at you, I assure you of that. I’ll be annoyed at Desmond for a while, I’m sure. He loves when he annoys me. That said, I appreciate having the chance to meet you.”

My wolf delighted in his words, and I flushed. “He just wanted to do something nice for you.”

“I know. That’s part of why I’m annoyed, Sara. He didn’t have to.”

“He’s your friend.”

Sanders sighed, smiling even as he shook his head. “It wasn’t always that way. He’s not an easy person to be friends with sometimes. He didn’t always have friends, Sara. That’s why he does shit like this. He’s used to being rejected from Fenerec social circles. Richard didn’t like the situation and twisted my arm to force me to keep Desmond company since his territory is actually within mine. Honestly, I probably would have ended up being friendly with him without the push—although Desmond was as determined to make friends with me as Richard was for me to make friends with Desmond. Turns out I like the ass, but don’t tell him that.”

Having already told him so much, I couldn’t think of a reason not to tell him the full truth. Steadying my nerves by drawing a deep breath, I said, “Desmond’s angry at the boss.”

“Because you were drugged at the club?”

“No, because the boss told them I had agreed before I actually had,” I corrected.

Sanders growled. “You’re serious. He sold you?”

“He had fifty thousand reasons to sell me.”

“Desmond paid the club fifty thousand,” Sanders stated. The acrid bite of his fury stung my nose. “And you?”

Unable to stop the tears from coming, my eyes blurred, and I angrily wiped at them. “Not as much as the club. They offered more than I get paid in a year to go out for dinner and stay the night. But the boss…”

“He had you drugged. He had you drugged with wolfsbane, too—or someone did.”

I nodded. “It could have been one of the VIPs, I guess. It… happens sometimes. They pay the boss, and he makes sure a girl goes home with the right buyer, using drugs the VIPs provide is my understanding of the situation. It hasn’t happened to me, though, not before tonight. It’s usually one of the new girls, one who lasts more than a night at the club.”

“I don’t take advantage of women, Sara. I’m not going to take advantage of you. I refuse. I want you to want me because you want me, not because some damned drug makes you want me!”

“Maybe I was interested in you before I was drugged,” I growled, glaring at him. “Maybe I don’t care if I’m drugged. I certainly don’t want Desmond. Wouldn’t I want him if the drugs made me want men?”

With the way things were going, I’d consider myself lucky if I managed to get a single kiss out of him, let alone what my wolf wanted.

“Point,” he acknowledged with a sigh. “A very valid point.”

I swallowed, and as had happened with Desmond, my mouth developed a will of its own, resulting in me blabbing, “She doesn’t leave me alone. All she wants is food and a mate. She’s desperate. She’s mad at me because I said no, that I’d walk away without mating with you. They were going to kill me, and she saved me. I owe her, but I don’t want to be handed around to every male she sees. She wanted them all, Sanders. All of them. I couldn’t go to the grocery store without her wanting me to jump in bed with everyone. She knows I noticed you before she came around. We have an… understanding.”

“Oh? You noticed me, did you?” The amber of Sanders’s eyes brightened, and he leaned towards me, lifting his hand to twirl some of my hair between his fingers. “I like your hair. The color’s nice. Wild, like the sun and sky. It’s different.”

“I’m sorry about your mate. I don’t want to intrude. If you don’t want me—”

The way Sanders moved reminded me of a stalking cat more than a wolf. He slid across the couch, his arm sliding behind my back and working me down beneath him. I sucked in a breath, my eyes widening as he eased his weight on top of me.

He brushed his lips to mine. My wolf’s lust roused, and still trapped in the blanket, I couldn’t free my hands to grab for him. I voiced her frustration—and mine—as a throaty growl. He teased me with his mouth, working his way from my lips along the line of my jaw to my ear. “You misunderstand, Sara. I want you. My wolf wants you. If I keep kissing you, I won’t want to stop. I don’t want to stop even now. I want you to want me back. I play for keeps.”

Sanders growled, tangling his hands in my hair while he nibbled on the side of my neck. Shivers ran through me, and his touch made me burn for more. I ached with my wolf’s lust and need for him.

“Please,” I begged, squirming in my effort to free my arms so I could prevent him from escaping.

“Please what?” he murmured in my ear.

“Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.” My breath came hard and quick.

“Maybe I want to take my time with you and make sure you enjoy this even more than I will,” he murmured, pausing to nibble on my throat. I closed my eyes, heat spreading through me from his touch. “When I’m finished with you, you won’t be capable of looking at anyone else. You’ll be mine, and I will do with you as I please. You’ll like every moment of it.”

I growled at him, wiggling in another attempt to extricate myself from the duvet. He kept me pinned in place with the weight of his body, continuing to tease my neck with his lips. “What if I want to do with you as I please?”

He pulled away from me, and I opened my eyes in time to watch him smirk. “I suppose we’ll just have to take turns. Alas, I’m afraid if we do that, we’ll have to be up until the wee hours of the morning. A small price to pay, I suppose. I will make you mine.”

Narrowing my eyes, I struggled in earnest to free myself from the duvet. I snarled my frustration at being trapped and unable to get my hands on him. “Is that a threat?”

“No, Sara. It’s a promise.”
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For the first time since the full moon, my wolf was satisfied, and so was I. Waking up in a strange bed with a man should have frightened me, but a single deep breath reminded me the man was Sanders.

Maybe it was a strange bed, but the man beside me was mine. The certainty of my claim was reinforced by my wolf, and she regarded him as partner, prey, mate, and the wolf destined to father our puppies.

My wolf amused and puzzled me; she understood so little about the modern world. How could she understand how birth control worked? I’d be due for a renewal of my shot in two weeks, but it’d be something I’d think long and hard about. Would I need—or want—it with the man my wolf and I had claimed as ours?

Sanders slept at my side, one of his arms draped possessively across my stomach. I breathed in his scent and was pleased by the sweetness of it. Before I had become a monster, I never imagined joy and happiness had a discernible smell, but they did.

I made him happy.

Burrowing under the blanket, I squirmed until I pressed close to his side, my chin resting on his shoulder. I touched my nose to his neck, breathing slow and deep.

If the night before was any indictation, Sanders would be easy to love. Even before taking me to his bed, he had been gentle and kind, tempering his desire with consideration.

Most men I had slept with cared only for themselves. When I had driven him wild, he had taken me with him, and I had loved every moment of it, as had my wolf. My wolf wasn’t interested in the more human way of dating and picking a partner after weeks or months of dancing around the idea of mating.

She liked what she saw in Sanders, wanted him, and had claimed him. The rest we’d sort out over time. I didn’t mind.

Morning had come, and he remained at my side. I shifted until I could stare at his face. Light stubble marked his jaw, and I brushed my fingers over his skin. I liked the feel of his shaved face, but there was something delightfully wild and untamed about the bristly start of a beard.

When I reached his mouth, he nipped me, seizing one of my fingers between his teeth. It didn’t hurt, and the way he teased me with his tongue made me shiver.

“It’s too early to be awake,” he murmured, rolling towards me. For a long moment, all he did was stare into my eyes with a faint smile on his lips. “Good morning.”

I thought my wolf was satisfied, but the instant he looked at us, she wanted him all over again. I gasped, speechless from the intensity of her lust.

Sanders’s eyes narrowed, and his smile widened into a grin. “Is there something I can help you with?”

There was a lot he could help me with, and the longer I thought about it, the more embarrassing my thoughts became. Heat spread over my cheeks and down my neck. “Mine,” I blurted.

Groaning at my nonsensical reply, I covered my face with my hands.

Sanders laughed and covered me with his body, pinning me with his weight. “That’s promising,” he murmured in my ear. “What happens to me now that I’m yours?”

My wolf persisted in her inability to think outside of her constrained box, and she wasn’t at all interested in food. I peeked through my fingers. Sanders’s amber eyes burned, and all it took was a single breath to catch the scent of his desire for me.

Instead of giving him an answer, I made a thoughtful sound in my throat.

He slid his hands beneath mine, pushing them away from my face so he could kiss me. “I have nothing to do today. Do you?”

The question startled me, and after a moment of thought, I sighed. “Class at four. At least I did my studying already.”

There hadn’t been much else for me to do after the full moon. Determined to forget about what Rory and Isabella had done and eager to please my wolf and my mate, I slid my hands through Sanders’s hair and kissed him until all I cared about was the feel of him against me.

He broke our kiss, pressing his fingers to my mouth. “Before we get too distracted, let me bring you into the pack, Sara.”

“The pack?”

“My pack. My family of wolves. I want you to meet them all; I want you to know them.” He smiled at me, ducking his head to nibble at my neck. “You won’t feel much of anything—if anything—at first, but in time you will. They’re my family, and so are you. I want you to feel wanted and welcomed.”

My wolf’s excitement at his offer surged through me, and her thoughts of puppies vanished, overwhelmed by her hope of having other wolves and a family we could call our own.

I didn’t know what was so special or important about pack, but if my wolf desired it so much, I would give it to her. “Okay.”

“It won’t hurt,” he promised, kissing his way up to his jawline. “You probably won’t feel much of anything at first. You’re still young for a Fenerec, and the bonds strengthen with age. For now, it’ll just make me feel better knowing you’re mine in all ways.”

His cheerful admission warmed me. He nipped my throat, and bursts of electricity flared through my body, leaving every nerve tingling. In its wake, I was aware of a faint howling in my head. Surprise accompanied something else, and with a start, I realized it was dismay.

I was also aware of Sanders as a steady warmth, and when he kissed my neck where he had bitten me, I forgot about everything other than him.

[image: Image]

I would’ve been happy simply nestling against Sanders all day, but my hunger woke and turned malicious, eating away at my stomach until my wolf’s demand for meat overwhelmed my desire to enjoy my mate’s company. I meant to nip him awake, but in my need for food, I bit harder than I meant to, startling a cry out of him.

My stomach gurgled its demand for sustenance. Laughing, Sanders rolled away from me. “I’ll feed you,” he promised.

“What time is it?” I mumbled, crawling to the edge of the bed in search of the bathrobe I had stolen from Wendy the night before. I spotted it in the hallway near the door.

All things considered, I was grateful it hadn’t stayed in the sitting room.

“One. We have enough time to get something to eat before your class. Do you need anything from your apartment?”

“Yeah, my clothes,” I grumbled. “I’m going to have to go home naked.”

“Like hell you’re going home naked,” he growled, prowling across the room to fetch my bathrobe. Instead of tossing it to me as I expected, he brought it to me and, with a smile, helped me into it.

It took a few brushes of his hand for me to catch onto his ulterior motives, which I answered with a kiss.

“Food, class, dinner after class, perhaps a nice date, and then we’ll enjoy each other some more,” he murmured, pressing his mouth to the side of my throat. “You’re lovely.”

“I’m not good at dating,” I confessed.

“Practice makes perfect,” he countered. “We can skip the date and go straight to enjoying each other’s company, if you’d prefer.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Whatever you want. Maybe we’ll steal Desmond’s credit card in retaliation for last night. You can distract him by being so pretty. I’ll grab his wallet. We’ll make a run for it and go spend all of his money having fun. We could hit the casinos, watch a few shows, or just run away together. I’m game.” Laughing, he hopped to his feet, grabbed hold of my hands, and pulled me upright. “Take a bath if you’d like. I’ll put on real clothes and find you something to wear from the shops downstairs. Then I’ll take you somewhere nice for lunch before the Desmonds return and bother us.”

I was sore and achy, which made the decision easy to make. “It’d be a nicer bath if you were with me,” I replied, grinning at him.

“There will be plenty of time for us to share baths,” he promised. His smile was radiant. “I won’t be long.”

It surprised me how much it bothered me when he left the suite despite knowing he would return. The sense of dismay I had felt earlier in the morning intensified, and there was a new undertone that bothered my wolf. Puzzled, I shook my head and decided to ignore the feelings.

It was probably my imagination.

While I waited for the tub to fill, I investigated the television mounted on the bathroom wall. I turned on the news, setting the remote out of harm’s way. Restlessness drove me out of the tub within ten minutes. Disgusted at myself, I toweled dry and paced the suite wrapped up in the bathrobe.

A phone rang, and curious, I hunted down the sound to the office adjacent to the sitting room. After hesitating, I answered, “Hello?”

There was an intake of breath on the other end of the line. “Ah, hello. I’m looking for Matthew. Is he there? I didn’t dial the wrong number, did I?” The speaker was a male, and my wolf was intrigued by how flustered he sounded.

I decided to treat the caller like I would if I were answering the phone at the club. “Mr. Sanders is currently unavailable. May I take a message?”

I grabbed the pad of paper and a pen, uncapping it in preparation to write. There was a long pause.

“Do you know where he is? He’s not answering his cell phone. It’s important.”

“Mr. Desmond has his cell,” I replied. “He should be back in a little while if you want to call back. May I ask who is speaking?”

“Why does Desmond have his phone?”

“That is something you will have to take up with Mr. Desmond, sir,” I replied, shifting my weight from foot to foot, wondering how I could put an end to the call without sounding rude. “Would you like to leave a message?”

“Who are you and what are you doing in Matthew’s room?” the caller demanded.

I swallowed back my whine, drawing a deep breath to steady myself. “I’m Sara. Mr. Desmond invited me.”

I didn’t have any idea how I was suppose to address Sanders. Was I supposed to call him my mate? Normal people didn’t do that. How was I supposed to address him? The sound of someone at the front door relieved me so much I dropped the phone and darted out of the office. Sanders frowned. He was carrying two bags, which he set aside. Deep lines stretched across his brow.

“There’s some guy on the phone,” I babbled, pointing in the direction of the accursed device.

Sanders paused long enough to kiss my cheek. “I’ll take care of it, baby. Everything okay?”

I relaxed, forcing a smile for him. “He seems a bit irritable. I don’t think he thinks I’m supposed to be here.”

He wrapped his arm around my waist and tugged me into the office with him. Grabbing the phone, he held it to his ear and answered, “Sanders.”

My mate grinned. “Hey, Joseph. What’s up?”

When Sanders laughed, my unease melted away, and I leaned against him. “I hate phones,” I confessed in a mutter.

“You’re so shy,” my mate replied, smiling at me. “Oh, sorry, Joe. I was talking to Sara. Yes, she’s supposed to be here. I’ll be bringing her home with me when I come back to Seattle. She’s the prettiest thing on two and four feet, and I can’t wait to introduce you two properly. I’ll fill you in later. I have to get her dressed so we can go get lunch. She has class in a few hours, and I don’t want to make her late.”

After hanging up, Sanders turned to me, slipping his hands into my bathrobe. “He’s our pack’s Second. He felt me bring you into the pack and wanted to know what’s going on. Once you’re safely to class, I’ll tell him all about you.”

“I thought you were supposed to be dressing me, not undressing me,” I replied, giving his t-shirt a playful tug. “I like shirts with buttons better. Gives me something to play with.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Sanders made a show of checking his wrist for the time, and I giggled because he wasn’t wearing a watch. “Look at that, darling. We have some time before we have to go. Let’s make the most of it, shall we?”

I laughed and decided if I was late to class, I simply wouldn’t care. He was worth it.


Chapter Nine
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I made it to class with ten minutes to spare and an empty stomach. My wolf regretted nothing, although I was aware of everyone staring at me as I walked to the back row. They were used to seeing me in heels and shorts with t-shirts or tank tops rather than a long, silky white dress.

I had no idea what Sanders had been thinking when he picked it, but he liked it a lot—so much so we missed breakfast and lunch. That part I hadn’t minded at all, though I was still amazed the dress had survived his attentions by the time we were finished.

In so many ways, it felt like a wedding dress, and it astonished me I didn’t mind in the slightest. When had my emotions become so strong? My wolf adored everything about Sanders, and her satisfaction drowned the worries a smart and sensible woman would have fixated on.

Normally, I kept to myself, but both of my neighbors scooted their chairs and desks closer to me.

“Someone has a date tonight,” the girl on my right whispered. “And here I thought you were hopeless.”

Torn between fury and embarrassment, I glared at her. “Maybe that would be the case if I came to class to find a date. If I wanted to waste that much money on a man, I’d hit the strip. At least that way I have a chance at the jackpot.”

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wished I could take them back. I heard more than a little of my wolf in my words, something I never would have said so boldly before she had come around. The girl’s brows rose, her smile faltered, and then she stared at me as though seeing me for the first time. I swallowed and prepared to apologize, but then she laughed.

“Good for you, sister. Find someone worth dressing up for, did you?”

There was nothing natural about how much of an effect Sanders had on me, but it was a small price to pay. My wolf wanted to return to his side and stake her claim on him again, which amused me.

Once class was over, I’d reassure my wolf I had the exact same thing in mind.

“I sure did,” I replied.

If my wolf had her way, I had a feeling I’d never wear any clothes when near our mate, and she’d endeavor to ensure Sanders shared the same state of nudity with me. Determined to stop blushing, I ground my teeth together, opened my notebook, and clicked my pen.

When the professor started talking and I couldn’t click my pen without earning a glare from him and half the class, I forced myself to take notes properly. My wolf didn’t make it easy on me. She hungered for the hunt, and her restlessness compounded my own.

After what felt like an eternity but was only a little over an hour, the class ended. I gathered my notes, shoved them into my bag, and headed for the door. When I had first come up with the plan, meeting Sanders at my apartment after giving him the spare key had seemed like a good idea.

I didn’t look forward to the long commute back to my apartment, and deciding I could afford to splurge on a cab, I headed across campus. The girl from my class ran to catch up with me.

“That’s a really pretty dress. Where did you get it?”

“It was a gift,” I replied, deciding there was no way I could hide the fact I had no idea where it came from or how much it had cost.

“Hot damn, someone likes you a lot, girl.”

Unable to help myself, I smiled. “I guess it’s a good thing I like him a lot, too.”

“Lucky. I just wanted to apologize to you. I was really rude earlier.”

“I’m sorry I lost my temper, too,” I replied. “No harm done.”

“I was just really surprised. You’re always so quiet, and you always dress so casually, so to see you wearing something like that…”

“Don’t worry, I don’t wear things like this, not normally. It’s a special occasion,” I lied, except it wasn’t really a lie. I had a feeling I’d never meet someone like Sanders ever again, and the more I thought about him, the more I wanted to learn about the man my wolf had claimed as ours. I grinned. “I need to catch a cab or I’m going to be late.”

The girl waved at me. “Take care. Enjoy your date.”

The cab ride across town cost me a small fortune, but considering it saved me more than an hour of bus hopping, it was well worth the investment. When I reached my apartment, I was early, and Desmond’s Mercedes wasn’t parked on the street.

Whistling a merry tune, I headed up the walkway.

A man dressed in a suit was knocking at my door. When he caught sight of me, he smiled. In one hand, he held a package and a clipboard. “Are you Miss Madison?” he asked, glancing down at the package.

“Yes,” I replied, dropping my bag at my feet. “I wasn’t expecting a delivery.”

The man smiled, tucked the box under his arm, and held out the clipboard. “Sign here,” he said, pointing at a line marked with a scribble. He held out a pen for me.

My fingers brushed his, and fire burned up my arm, so painful I jerked away from him. My breath caught in my throat, choking off my scream. When the scorching heat reached my head, I fell into darkness.
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Water cascading over my head woke me. I jerked to escape the scalding heat and discovered my arms were bound over my head. Someone gripped my forehead and held me in place while a hand ran through my hair. I screamed, but something in my mouth muffled the sound.

I recognized the stench of hair dye.

When I managed to force my eyes open, an arm covered in dark fabric obscured my vision. I thrashed, kicking out. My bare feet slipped on wet tile, and all of my weigh hit my arms as I stumbled. Pain rippled through my arms and shoulders.

“Ah, awake now, are you? Excellent.” I was released and left to dangle. Breathing through my mouth was impossible, and I struggled to catch my breath. Getting my feet under me relieved the pressure on my arms.

The delivery man from my apartment stood in front of me. His soaked suit clung to him, and with a smile, he grabbed hold of my chin and forced me to look him in the eyes. “You really are a gorgeous woman. I’m going to have so much fun with you over the next few weeks. Maybe, if you’re really good to me, I’ll keep you around after I’m done with the business side of our transaction.”

Fury burned through me, and unable to snarl curses like I wanted to, I growled in my throat.

Releasing my chin, he removed the gag from my mouth. I drew a breath to speak, but he stepped to me, forced his mouth over mine, and kissed me.

His lips were ice cold and sucked all of the warmth out of my body. Grabbing hold of my waist, he held me in place, and the chilling sensation intensified. My legs trembled and buckled under me, leaving me hanging by my wrists.

When he finally pulled away from me, it took every bit of my strength to breathe. The warm water streaming against my back and head scalded me. I whimpered, unable to muster a scream.

“My name is Kent, Miss Madison. We’re going to be very, very intimate friends for the next while. How will it be? Shall I enjoy your pain or your pleasure?” His smile chilled me even more than his touch.

While I couldn’t force myself to stand, I found the will to spit on him. His smile broadened to a grin.

“I like a woman with some fight in her. I’ll be blunt with you, Miss Madison. You’ve been friendly with the wrong crowd, and I don’t like when a pretty broad moves onto my turf without my permission. I am going to educate you on why you’ve made such a mistake. Still, I am a generous man at times, and I will forgive your infraction. You’ll have to forgive me for taking advantage of what you’ve done, however. It’s one thing to kill an Alpha’s mate, but another to capture her and make her mine. I look forward to feeling his reaction when I steal his bond with you.”

I sucked in a breath, and a thousand questions stampeded through my head. My wolf’s fear surged. I didn’t understand what Kent meant about stealing a bond, but my wolf did.

Through her, I felt a faint and subtle warmth in my head, reminding me of everything I loved about Sanders. My wolf’s fear shifted to desperation to protect what we had claimed.

Kent smiled, seizing my chin in his hand. His touch burned, and I hissed through clenched teeth. “You can’t hide it from me. You’ll try, but I’ll take it from you all the same. I’ll begin with your ties to your new pack. It will be interesting to see how it affects so many wolves when I take a bitch from them slowly. Their rage will be exquisite.”

“What kind of freak are you?” I blurted.

Kent’s mouth thinned to a narrow line. “That’s amusing, coming from a dog pretending to be a human.”

The cold sensation inside of me intensified, and I shuddered at the shower’s heat on my back. “What have you done to me?”

My tongue didn’t want to cooperate, as unwieldy and shaky as my legs.

Stepping to me, Kent slid his hands up my sides, tugging at the silky material of the white dress Sanders had purchased for me. He shoved me against the shower’s wall, pinning me to the tiles with his body. His mouth brushed against my cheek on his way to my ear.

Ice filled my veins, and I cried out from the pain of it.

“You’ll survive, Miss Madison. I’m just giving you a taste of what you’ll enjoy for so long as you defy me. How long will you last until you beg me to make the pain go away and replace it with better things? A few hours? A day? Might you last as long as a week? I can only hope you’ll be such a magnificent specimen.” Kent laughed, released me, and stepped back. I stumbled, and all of my weight pulled on my aching wrists and shoulders.

It hurt even more than Kent’s freezing touch.

I panted until I could breathe through my nose. The stench of my own fear and pain made it difficult to sniff the man out, but when I did, the sickening sweetness of rot curdled my blood. “What are you?”

Kent smiled, once again brushing my cheek with his fingertips. “So much pain you’re feeling right now, so much fear. It’s truly exquisite. How long can I make you feel so much before you break?”

I found the strength to snap my teeth at his hand.

All he did was laugh. “For that little bit of defiance, I’ll reward you well. Your ilk call my kind sorcerers, Miss Madison. Like you, I am a predator. You are my prey, and I will enjoy every moment I hunt you until it is time for me to feast. Yours will be a harvest I will savor for years to come.”

He smiled, spun around, and left me hanging in the shower.
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Time lost meaning. The shower water chilled, and no matter how I stood, I couldn’t escape the spray. My arms were bound high enough over my head I couldn’t lift myself up; the leather cuffs bit into my wrists when I tried, until my blood ran freely down my arms.

To keep the pressure from my shoulders and hands, I had to stand on my toes. I cursed so much I lost my voice. Long after I could no longer stand on my own, Kent returned.

He lifted my chin with a finger and smiled at me. I bared my teeth at him in a silent snarl.

“I have been thinking long and hard about what to do with you, Miss Madison. How can I best make use of a beauty such as yourself? I could harvest your fury, your fear, your passion, and make your strength mine. It’d be a delightful use of my time, and one I would enjoy very much. But, after much consideration, I think I’ve found a better way to utilize you. A gorgeous bitch like yourself must be highly desired among your kind; that’s how you sank your teeth into an Alpha, isn’t it? You lured him to you with your beauty. I can sense him through you, you know. I can feel his anguish, his fear, and his rage.”

When I said nothing, he frowned.

“It must have been your looks. You really aren’t that bright, are you? Pity, I would have enjoyed a conversationalist for a partner.”

My wolf wanted the sorcerer’s blood. She wanted to rend the flesh from his bones and leave bits of him scattered across the continent as a warning to those who would dare touch us.

I was too weary to feel anything. I stared at him in a numb daze.

Narrowing his eyes, he pressed his hand to my throat. I flinched, expecting the chill of his touch. All I felt was a light pressure against my skin and the slow, weak pulse of my heart.

“Ah. I let you get too cold. How unfortunate.” Circling his arm around my waist, he lifted me up and leaned me against him. I hung limp in my bonds.

His throat was so near my teeth, but I couldn’t find the strength to tear into him, and neither could my wolf. Reaching around me, he turned off the shower. Instead of releasing me, he reached up and freed my hands. Once I was loose, he let go of me. I slid to the floor, unable to support my own weight.

“It’s no fun if you lack the strength to fight me,” he grumbled. “My mistake. Is beauty all that is needed to catch an Alpha? Pathetic. Had I known that, I would have made a move long ago. Lesson learned.”

I drew a deep breath, and the stench of his anger and irritation singed my nose. Pulling back his foot, he kicked me in the ribs hard enough to force the air out of my lungs. I gasped, writhing from the blow. Before I could recover, he grabbed a handful of my hair and dragged me out of the stall.

Once again, the paralyzing chill of his touch swept through me. His dry chuckles taunted me while his words burrowed deep inside to tear holes at my heart.

Kent was right, and that hurt most of all.
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The sorcerer hung me from the ceiling of a concrete cellar. Instead of a cage, thin chains of silver surrounded me, so many in number they obscured what lay beyond. I didn’t need to see to know who—or what—waited for me.

The arousal of male wolves filled my nose, so strong my wolf was helpless to resist the burden of the rut. Her desire for our mate burned until the smell of my own desire mingled with the other scents in the room.

Somewhere beyond my silver cage, Kent laughed.

“It’s sad, in a way, what we humans have lost and you wolves have retained. You have so many instincts, don’t you? What is it you smell that makes you flare your nose like that and breathe so deeply? Is their lust such a wonderful perfume for you?” Pushing his way through the silver, Kent approached me, brushing my cheek with the back of his hand. “You long for your Alpha to come satisfy you. Your aura is so bright with your desire.”

Skimming his hand along the line of my jaw, he teased my sensitive skin. My wolf’s need to mate left me helpless and trembling at his touch. I jerked, but the leather cuffs around my ankles kept me from going far.

The chains behind me brushed my back, and the burn of their touch tore through me. I cried out, my legs collapsing beneath me. Smiling, the sorcerer caught me in his arms, holding me against him.

His hands clutched at the burns on my back, and it hurt so much I couldn’t breathe, let alone scream. The way my wrists were bound overhead kept me from falling far, leaving me helpless as his mouth sought mine. The chill of his kiss numbed me to the pain, sapped my strength, and left me unable to lift even a finger against him.

My wolf’s presence faded until all I could sense of her was a faint warmth in my head.

“So intense,” he murmured, pulling away from me. “A single kiss from you is more than all those rutting males combined. You recover so quickly, too, for all you seem like such a young wolf. Pay attention, Miss Madison. I will teach you something interesting.”

I gasped to catch my breath, and once my lungs ceased aching with the need for air, I choked out, “I’ll kill you.”

He smiled. “By the time I’m finished with you, you will wish you possessed the strength to kill me, I’m certain. You won’t. You’ll try, but you won’t. You will do as I want. If you cooperate, I will turn your pain and anguish into pleasure. Otherwise, you will suffer. It’s really up to you.”

“Disgusting,” I spat.

“It’s not the first time I’ve hunted an Alpha—your Alpha. Did he tell you he had another woman before you came along? She wasn’t worth much. I enjoyed her before I killed her and fed on their dying bond. It sustained me well. I feed on him even now, though your bond won’t last, not for long. It’s too weak of a thing to survive what I will do to it. Still, I look forward to what it will do to him.” Kent laughed. “Once he breaks, I will capture him, bring him here, and he will join my collection of males. His body will remember yours, and he will be a rich harvest for me. When I claim you as my mate while he watches, it will break him, and I will have all of the power I need.”

“It’s bad form to gloat,” I hissed through clenched teeth. Somehow, I would find a way to kill the man standing before me. I would kill him for touching me. I would kill him for hurting Sanders.

I would murder him in cold blood for using me to hurt my mate.

There were so many things I didn’t understand, but question stood out to me. How could I have so much power over Sanders? My wolf had claimed him as our mate, but we had only been together one night—one night filled with our mutual enjoyment of each other.

I knew so little about him, but my wolf and I craved his presence. I wanted to return to him.

When I did, I would give him a present: the head of his Mary’s killer.

I stared the sorcerer in the eyes and hoped he could see his death in my gaze. If he noticed my desire to end his life, all it did was make him smile.

“It’s fun. You can’t escape me. I am merely letting you know what you will take part in. Consider yourself lucky. You live, for now.”

I lived, and my life would prove his undoing.

Kent left me alone with the growls of rutting Fenerec for company. Wolves howled in my head, but I found no comfort in their disapproval and scorn. Of Sanders, I felt nothing.
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Kent enjoyed routine, and while I had no concept of how much time actually passed, I was able to predict when the sorcerer would visit. When he came, the male Fenerec howled, but not for long. Their cries turned to pained yips until they fell silent.

All I could do was listen to them; my field of vision was obscured by the gleam of my silver cage. Staring at the metal for too long hurt my eyes, and while the curtain wasn’t thick, all I could make out beyond it were dark shapes.

When he came for me, long after toying with the rutting males, I learned I could only back away so far before I brushed against the silver, which stole away my will and strength. My arms and shoulders ached, and he seemed to delight in my constant pain.

“You’re stubborn,” he declared, circling around me. His hand brushed against my waist, and with a single tug, he pulled me to him. “I like that. Today, I think we’ll do something very special together, Miss Madison. I know I’ll enjoy every moment of it.”

I flinched and clenched my teeth. “Didn’t have enough fun tormenting the males?”

“Oh, that was very enjoyable, but I think I can do better with you. You’re afraid.”

I was, and my acknowledgment of my fear woke my wolf’s rage at our impotence. Our prey was so close to us, but I couldn’t do anything to him and neither could she. The way he smiled chilled me far more than his touch.

I said nothing, defying him in the only way I knew how. While he stared at me, I refused to meet his gaze, instead focusing on the silver chains. I knew focusing on the delicate chains for too long would hurt my eyes, but I embraced the pain of it.

Although it was such a small act of defiance, I could detect anger in the stench of the sorcerer’s scent.

“You stink of rotting corpses,” I informed him, forcing my tone to be as mild as possible. “You being near me is enough to make me want to puke.”

“For that, I will make ripping you from your pack as painful as I possibly can,” he swore.

The threat frightened my wolf more than it did me. I was aware of a faint howling in my head; if it was the sound of the pack my wolf wanted to be part of, all their noise did was fill me with unease. My wolf found comfort in their presence, although I didn’t understand why.

I found their calls unsettling, as though they sang to each other while intentionally leaving me on the sidelines. Grabbing hold of my chin, Kent forced me to meet his gaze.

“Did you hear me?” he demanded.

I blinked, wondering if he had said anything important. On an impulse, I smiled my sweetest smile. “Why would I listen to you?”

The sorcerer spat curses at me. “You’ll regret defying me, woman.”

Goading my captor was stupid, but I had no weapons other than my words. With my feet bound to the floor, I couldn’t even try to kick him. All I could do was stand and wait for whatever he would do. “If you plan on kissing me again, you’re right, I will regret it. Watching paint dry is more interesting.”

“You think you’re so clever, don’t you?”

“Not particularly.” I jerked my chin free of his hold. “I’ve just seen your type before.”

“My type?” he asked, and I recognized the threat in his soft, even tone.

“Your type,” I confirmed. “Men who think they can dress up nice and get a woman, but are so incapable of basic decency the only way they can get one is if they coerce her. You probably get rejected by prostitutes.”

“For that, I will make you eat out of my hand and like it,” he snapped.

“I’d rather die.”

“Oh, you will,” he promised. “The only question is how long I keep you around before I kill you. We’ll be together a long time, my dear. Mercy is for mewling weaklings who can’t finish the job they started.”


Chapter Ten
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The sorcerer had an accomplice, and she regarded me with the same distaste I reserved for bugs and other creepy crawlies. Drawing back the silver curtain, Kent gave me a full view of my prison and those I shared it with.

While I had heard their howls and strangled cries, I had believed those trapped with me had been wolves. They were men chained to the floor like dogs. Leather collars studded with silver circled their throats. The chains binding them to the concrete were fashioned of silver.

Black patches of skin marked where the Fenerec had fought their restraints and lost. Amber eyes were fixed on me, and the scent of their lust surged as they stared at me.

My wolf rejected them all; they weren’t Sanders, and their arousal disgusted her. I turned my attention to the woman, narrowing my eyes at her. At the club, I would’ve viewed her as competition; her long blond hair tied into a braid suited her, as did her tight-fitting top and jeans. It was her eyes, the blue-green of the sea in the spring, that drew and held my attention.

“So this is the Alpha’s bitch? Pretty,” she murmured, crossing her arms over her chest. “What do you want me to do with her, Kent?”

“I want her to suffer.”

“You have better magic for that than I do. You must have something in mind. What is it?”

“I intend to sever her pack bonds today. I want you to rouse her desire while I do it. I want the Alpha to know he’s being betrayed while I cut her away from him.”

The woman laughed. “Stung your pride, has she?”

“Don’t push your luck.”

“If you want to stir her desires, simply work the males. She’ll respond to the rut in time, whether her mate is present or not. Just cut her out of the bonds and the rest will follow. The pack bonds are likely making it easier for her to resist the rut. Why waste power? He’ll sense what you’re doing to her once she’s been removed from the pack as easily as during. If anything, it’ll probably be stronger after she’s out of the pack. He’ll be looking for her even more desperately.” The woman smiled, approaching me. I clenched my hands into fists and wished my feet weren’t bound to the concrete floor so I could kick out her teeth. “If you’re offering to let me play with the males, I won’t refuse.”

“Of course you won’t. You enjoy your men wild,” the sorcerer muttered.

“Almost as much as you enjoy when your women fight you.”

“Which wolf do you want?”

The woman turned away from me and looked over the males. Her scent was rich with her desire. She pointed at one of them. “He’ll do to start with.”

I fixed my stare on the far wall so I wouldn’t get a good look at any of the men held captive with me. The presence of the males stirred my wolf’s need for our mate’s touch. I growled.

“Take him upstairs, then. Just remember to leave the collar on or even you will have trouble controlling him,” the sorcerer replied, shaking his head.

“Just break her bonds while I have my fun. Maybe you can join us, Kent… if you can keep your powers under control. I’d rather not die today.” The woman laughed, crouching beside the Fenerec she had chosen. He snarled at her, the yellow in his eyes burning bright.

Without fear, she stroked his cheeks with her fingertips before working her way down to his throat. His growls tdeepened, and the scent of his arousal surged. I fidgeted, forcing myself to stare at the far wall.

The Fenerec’s growls softened to low, desperate moans.

“Perhaps I will,” the sorcerer replied, his tone lightening with his amusement and pleasure. “If you don’t mind me having a few tastes.”

“You keep your end of the deal, Kent, and you can have as many nibbles as you like. Deal with the bitch’s pack so we can enjoy ourselves. You’ll get what you want from her; don’t you worry about that. If you’re really nice to me, I’ll have fun with all the males.”

“I keep my end of every bargain,” the sorcerer snapped.

“Then rip her out of the pack bonds and come join me,” the woman replied.

Reaching for me, the sorcerer grabbed my throat and squeezed until I couldn’t breathe. I fought to pull away, but his grip was too strong. When my vision began to gray, he stepped close to me, staring me in the eyes.

A bone-deep chill spread from my throat into my head, silencing the cries of the wolves in my head. My wolf panicked. Freezing claws tore through my skull, tearing away at the faint sense of their presence in my head.

The last thing I felt from my pack was someone’s despair, which was drowned out by the satisfaction of the rest.

My wolf seized control of me and howled her anguish.

Kent smiled.
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Together, the sorcerer and his woman tormented the males and drove them into a frenzy. One by one, their cries of anguish and pain twisted into pleasure. I shuddered, wishing I could cover my ears to block out the sounds.

All I could do was close my eyes and do my best to ignore them. My wolf’s desire to mate lit a fire in my blood, made worse by the cries of the rutting males.

When the pair finished, the Fenerec quieted, and despite being chained to the floor and captive to the sorcerer’s whims, the scent of their satisfaction hung heavy in the air. I shuddered.

Kent approached me, brushing my cheek with the back of his hand. “That’s what you’ll be enjoying soon enough, Miss Madison. When you do, your Alpha will feel it all. The harvest I reap from you and him will provide all the power I need to proceed to the next stage of my plan. I’ll even permit you to live to see it. I can’t say the same for your mate, however. I’ll enjoy ending that one’s life.”

I spit in his face. “You’re a sick bastard.”

“You’ll be changing your tune soon enough. I’ll leave you with Brandy. I’m sure she’ll help convince you to see things our way.”

The woman smiled. “Indeed. Go do your work, Kent. I’ll take good care of your new bitch.”

Laughing, the sorcerer left, leaving me alone with the satiated males and his accomplice. I glared at her, growling. I tugged at the cuffs binding my feet, my fury and frustration growing with my inability to pull free of them.

“You test his patience. He is used to women surrendering to him within minutes or a few hours for the truly tough ones. You? He’s had you for a week. You aren’t playing into his hands at all, and that’s infuriating him.” Brandy slid through the silver chains, circling around me. “It’s rare he has to ask me to keep a captive alive. The males are simple enough. He can toss scraps to them from a distance without worry. You? Oh, no. He can’t reward you. So he’ll starve you and rely on me to keep you alive. You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

I stared at her. While hunger cramped my stomach, I wasn’t paying that much attention to my body. All of my attention had been consumed by the sorcerer and how badly I wanted to end his life. With my wolf lusting for Sanders, I hadn’t thought at all about food.

“No,” I replied.

With a puzzled frown, she touched my throat. The sound she made was thoughtful. “Curious. You’re hungry, but you’re so infuriated you are ignoring it. The loss of your pack hasn’t hurt you as much as he hoped, either. How strange. You challenge him.” Brandy snorted. “Despite what he says, he doesn’t do well with challenges. He believes everything should be his for the taking without a fight.”

“Why are you helping him?”

“He has something I need that only he can provide.” The woman shrugged. “I will ease your hunger, but it will not last long. We’ll shower. You’ll feel refreshed.”

“You’ll try. I’ll kill you,” I promised, and my wolf quieted as I considered my new prey.

“You won’t. I am a water witch. Your body will be mine to control. You’ll cooperate, one way or another. It’ll be far more pleasant for both of us if you come along quietly.”

“Pass,” I replied. “If I have to put up with his rot, he can live with my stench.”

Brandy laughed. “I was trying to be nice to you. You already know how humiliating it is if he has to take care of you.”

“Being nice to me would be letting me kill that bastard,” I snarled, jerking my arms in the futile attempt to free myself. All I accomplished was making my shoulders and arms throb.

“If only I could. If you cooperate with him, he’ll treat you well. You’ll be his, but you’ll be comfortable. It has to hurt, hanging like that.”

It did, but I shook my head. “Never.”

“He’ll wear you down. He’ll get under your skin. He’ll win. You can’t fight him, girl. It’s better for you if you quit while you’re ahead. You’ve earned his respect, and now you are earning his rage. He’ll make you his mate, and he’ll care for you until you’ve outlived your usefulness. Because you’ll be his mate, that will be many years from now. You’ll be too valuable to him. The strength of your fury and passion is too much for him to waste.”

“I’ll never become his mate.”

“He’ll force you to. That’s part of his power. He can sever bonds, and he can forge them anew. He can force you and your wolf to accept him. I know. I’ve mated with each and every one of these wolves multiple times. Each time I do, he breaks the bond, and when they’re desperate enough, he forges them again and gains power from their lust and passion.” With a faint smile, Brandy glanced in the direction of one of the exhausted Fenerec. “Kent’s had that one here for months. I’ve mated with him many times. He’s so wild I doubt he even remembers his name anymore. Wolves don’t have names, not like we do. Kent controls that, too. There’s nothing human about them anymore except for their bodies. He doesn’t allow them to shift. It’ll kill them, eventually. He denies them their basic nature.”

I shuddered, and my wolf was so horrified she retreated until her presence was a shivering chill in the back of my head. “That’s terrible.”

“It is, but I value my life. So long as I work with him, he’ll give me what I need.”

I considered the woman, and deciding she was far better company than the lustful wolves or the sorcerer, I asked, “And what do you need?”

“A way to destroy the Inquisition, of course. I feel for you, but your mate is only one of the first who must die.”

While I had heard Desmond, Wendy, and Sanders discuss the Inquisition, I didn’t truly understand what the organization did—or why someone would hate it so much to torture so many to bring about the Inquisition’s end. “Why?”

Brandy frowned. “You can’t guess?”

If I could have, I would have shrugged. “Sorry. Sanders didn’t exactly have time to tell me much about the Inquisition.”

“They’re hunting me. They’ll hunt me until I’m dead unless I can destroy them. They’ll hunt Kent until he’s dead, too.” Circling around me, Brandy touched her hand to my back, massaging her way to my shoulders. “He’s going to sever your mating bond with that Alpha soon. Maybe today. Maybe tomorrow. He might wait a few extra days to savor harvesting your mate’s rage, fury, and anguish. He’s already taken your mating bond from you, controlling it as he desires. You can’t feel your mate anymore, can you?”

I never could, but I remained silent. Would our bond have been something I would have treasured, had I been given some time? My wolf thought so, and her despair chilled me from within.

“I think if the circumstances were a little different, I’d like you. You’re tough. You make me think it’s possible for someone to stand up to him. God knows I can’t.” Brandy massaged my aching shoulders, and I hissed from the pain her touch caused. “You won’t be able to kill him, but if you could, I would repay you well for your efforts. Who knows? You can resist his touch. You withstand his kiss without opening your legs for him. Maybe you can find a way. That would be interesting.”

She left me hanging from the ceiling, whistling a merry tune as she passed through the silver chains of my prison.
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Brandy was right about one thing: my defiance angered the sorcerer. When he couldn’t make me suffer as he wanted, he turned his attention to the male Fenerec. Their screams chilled my blood, and my wolf’s horror became my own.

One of them died, and the stench of his death lingered long after his body had been taken away.

“If you had cooperated, he’d still be alive,” Kent informed me, grumbling something under his breath as he stalked around me. “Why do you resist me? You can no longer feel your mate. Your bond with him belongs to me now. I’ll break it at my leisure, and when I do, you’ll live with the knowledge I’ll become your new mate. You can’t deny me. I will control you. You will desire me, and if I am feeling generous, I will satisfy you far more than that Alpha ever could.”

I shuddered at the memory of his frigid mouth on mine. Knowing it would anger him and doing it for that reason alone, I remained silent and still. I lacked the strength to stand on my own, but the pain of my weight pulling on my shoulders and arms came second to the gnawing agony in my stomach. My wolf’s longing for our mate died away, and she sank into a bottomless despair I couldn’t rescue her from.

She left me to face the sorcerer alone. I didn’t blame her; all of her hope was gone, and the vibrant spark of her life faded under our continued helplessness.

“Why do you defy me?” he demanded.

“You’ll never be my mate.”

I would do anything I could to resist him and keep him from getting what he wanted, even if it meant I died. I think he saw my determination in my eyes, because his mouth twisted into a sneer, and he smashed the back of his hand against the side of my face. The blow left me dazed, and I shook my head in the feeble attempt to clear my vision. For several sickening moments, there were two Kents, and they growled at me.

“Look what you made me do,” he snapped, seizing my chin to force me to face him. He held up his hand, and blood dripped from one of his knuckles. “You will be mine, and I will enjoy wringing every ounce of life out of you once I have you. First, I will finish destroying your bond with that Alpha. I’ll let you stew for a few days while the shock of it wears off. Then, I will have you once and for all.”

“Doesn’t it get old, Kent? Doesn’t it get tiresome and boring repeating the same worthless drivel at me?” I spit on him, and my blood stained his cheek. “Pray I never break free, you bastard. Should I, you will die. If I can, I’ll give you to my mate so he can have his vengeance for Mary’s death. I will enjoy watching him tear you apart. I hope he lets me help him. I want to dance in your blood.”

“He won’t want you, the damaged goods you’ll be once I’m done with you. You’ll betray him in my bed, and I will enjoy every moment of it.”

“It must be so difficult being unable to find a woman without using your filthy, disgusting magic to force her to your bed. You’ll never be a real man. You’ll never be a match for Sanders. You’re a repulsive, worthl—”

He slammed his fist into my gut and pummeled me until I slumped unconscious in my bonds.
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I dreamed, but when I finally awoke, all I remembered was a heartrending grief so strong my eyes blurred from my tears. The other Fenerec were quiet, and by the time I could focus on them, I realized at least one of them was dead. The scent of his decay choked off my breath.

I had no way of knowing how long I had been unconscious. My face, chest, and stomach hurt from the sorcerer’s beating, but the pain of my shoulders and arms was worse. It took several tries to get my feet under me to relieve some of my agony. Shuddering, I shook my head, blinking away my tears.

It hurt to breathe, and when I swallowed, I realized my throat was bruised, although I had no memories of Kent touching my neck. I trembled, wondering what he had done to me after I had lost consciousness. I shifted my weight from foot to foot.

Kent must have strangled me in his fury. I bared my teeth in a silent snarl, twisting around to stare at my fellow captives. They remained still, but I saw the rise and fall of their chests. The male Brandy had favored, so far as I could tell, was dead.

I pitied the witch, wondering if his death had hurt her. Had Kent killed him to torment his accomplice, or had it been an accident in his fury over my refusal? I wouldn’t ask.

If the Fenerec’s death hurt her, I hoped she suffered as much as I did. Even under the influence of wolfsbane, I had been aware of my wolf. I was truly alone in my head, and I despaired.

If I truly had a bond with Sanders, Kent had destroyed it, leaving nothing but a memory of my mate’s warmth. Although I no longer felt my wolf’s emotions, I was startled by the depth of my sorrow.

Somehow, Sanders had gotten so far under my skin; the thought of him being gone left me trembling. The pain didn’t last long before my rage ignited. I stared at each of the Fenerec surrounding me, taking in their bruised and silver-blackened skin and the motionless way they sprawled on the concrete. I breathed in deep and recognized the truth.

Death would come for them soon enough, and there was nothing I could do about it. In a way, I envied them.

When they died, their pain would cease. I had no idea when my time would come. With or without my wolf, I would endure long enough to witness Kent’s death for what he had done. If I died in the process, no one would know.

I doubted anyone would care for more than a moment. Would Sanders? How could he?

We hadn’t known each other for long, though I was grateful I had the chance to be with him. I clung to the memory of him, anchored my determination to the little bit of happiness I had found in his arms, and steeled myself for what I would do.

I would kill Kent, or I would die trying.

There was nothing else left for me.
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When Kent returned, exhaustion weighed heavily on me, and it took all of my flagging strength to remain on my feet. I watched him through half-lidded eyes as he checked on the Fenerec, shaking his head at the dead body.

“If it hadn’t been for you, he’d still be alive.”

“No,” I whispered, shaking my head. The motion hurt. “I didn’t kill him. You did. I am not responsible for the deeds your hands have wrought.”

“You were a literature student, weren’t you?” the sorcerer asked, his tone disgusted. “What antiquated nonsense.”

Brandy came down the stairs with a camera in her hand. She flashed me a smile, but her dark eyes remained stony and cold. “I’ve brought it, Kent.”

“Good. Get a good shot of the Fenerec. Maybe one of them belonged to him, too.” Touching my cheek, the sorcerer pressed close to me, his breath hot against my skin. “I’ve decided I won’t enjoy you in my bed, but that I’ll take you here where you stand. I’ll give your mate—your former mate, that is—that camera as a present to show him what he’s lost. When he breaks, I will harvest him as surely as I will harvest from you now.”

I sighed, and digging through my limited knowledge of Shakespeare, I replied, “Hell is empty and all of the devils are here.”

Kent grabbed my jaw in a bruising grip. “You will cease your prattling.”

“You’ll never be man enough for me,” I snarled, my gaze fixed on his neck while I imagined the sweet heat of his blood on my tongue. I licked my lips at the thought of tearing my teeth through his soft flesh. Adrenaline surged through me, and my breath quickened in anticipation of the hunt.

“Don’t miss even a second of this, Brandy,” the sorcerer ordered.

“I know how to operate a camera,” the witch snapped.

“I told you I’d replace your wolf, Brandy. I’ll find a nicer one for you to seduce and play with. I will not apologize to you again.”

I breathed deeply, savoring Brandy’s rage. The heat of the sorcerer’s lust stung my nose, but instead of enticing me as the other males’ scents had done, it fueled my anger.

“Understood,” the witch muttered. “Don’t worry. I’ll record it properly.”

“Good.” Turning his full attention to me, Kent ran his hands down my legs, squeezing and fondling me as he worked his way to the cuffs binding my ankles. “I’m going to enjoy this, bitch. I’m going to enjoy the moment he sees what’s on this video and hears your cries when I pleasure you.”

The only pleasure I was going to enjoy was the moment I broke his body and left him a corpse at my feet. I reached upward, hissing at the burn of silver. The chain dug into my palms. Pain throbbed through me, and determined not to lose the one chance I had for my vengeance, I tightened my hold.

It would be no different from climbing a pole. It would be no different from when I lifted my body during a dance, except this time, I would be killing someone instead of teasing my audience. After unclipping one of the chains binding me to the floor, he worked on the other, leaving the leather cuffs in place around my ankles. I stood still, hanging my head as though resigned to my fate.

He laughed. “All talk, aren’t you? You’re just too weak and tired to fight me with anything other than words.”

Sighing, I mumbled something under my breath and forced out a single whine.

Rising to his feet, the sorcerer stared at me, stepping out of my reach. “You could make this so much easier for yourself. Agree to be my woman. I will please you as no other man can. I will teach you things about your body you never knew were possible.” His smile widened into a grin. “I’ll teach you some of what I can do anyway; I will make you lust for what I alone can provide.”

“Wouldn’t you need to have a dick to do that?” I asked.

Rage twisted his expression, and raising a hand to hit me, he stepped forward.

I lifted my left leg so I could slam my foot into Kent’s shoulder. Agony rippled through my shoulders and spine, and I cried out from the pain. Hooking my foot around his neck, I brought my right knee up to my chest and kicked out with all of my strength.

My heel crunched into his jaw, and with all of my anger and bloodlust behind the blow, I forced his head to snap to the side. Bone broke with an audible crunch. The metallic, sweet scent of blood filled my nose, and a heartbeat later, red bubbled from the sorcerer’s mouth.

He fell limp, and so did I.
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Brandy laughed, and her mirth roused me. Shaking my head did little to ease the ringing in my ears. Spinning in a circle, the witch wound up and slammed the camera to the ground.

Streams of water materialized in the air around her and spiraled towards the ceiling to fall to the floor in a cool rain. The sorcerer’s body still twitching on the ground at my feet was the only indication I hadn’t blacked out for long. I panted, staring at the woman as she rejoiced.

When she noticed me watching her, she leapt to me, grabbed hold of my face, and kissed me long and deep. In my shock, I didn’t fight her, though my eyes widened as I struggled to comprehend what she was doing and why.

Unlike the sorcerer, her mouth was warm and gentle against mine, and the scent of her passion filled my nose.

“My freedom buys you your life. You will drown, but you will live. You will remain here, in a sea of my making.” Brandy ran her hands down me and kneeled to grab hold of my feet. Breaking free of the shock that held me immobile, I kicked out at her.

Water surrounded my legs and trapped me in place while the witch clipped the cuffs back to the floor.

“Let me go,” I demanded in a wheeze. I struggled to catch my breath, and my lungs burned as though someone had filled them with cotton.

“It’ll be better for you if you relax.” Straightening, Brandy pressed her fingertips to my lips. “Your life is all I owe you. Your life is all I’m willing to give. It’s an equal trade. I will pray earnestly we do not meet again. I would rather not have to kill you. Who knows? Maybe your Alpha cares for you enough to find you at the bottom of my sea. Then again, maybe not. Time will tell.”

The witch left nothing but water and death in her wake.


Chapter Eleven
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I drowned, but as Brandy had promised, I didn’t die.

Time lost meaning as I drifted in the water, still bound to the floor and ceiling, unable to pull free of the cuffs. Silver chains drifted in invisible currents, sliding over my skin with the stinging bite of jellyfish tentacles.

Before Brandy had flooded the basement, the chains had formed a curtained cage to contain me and keep the males away, torturing them so the sorcerer could harvest their fury, their lust, and their pain. Now the silver served to torture me and to remind me I lived.

She had kept her promise to me, but I wondered if the silver would kill me before my wolf and I starved. Brandy’s laughter still rang in my ears. If my bad luck held out, the silver would torment me for at least a month before I finally succumbed.

If I were fortunate, Fenerec died faster from starvation than humans. I had a feeling they didn’t. Fenerec were difficult to kill. I remembered my wolf’s viciousness when she—when we—had killed Rory and Isabella.

Brandy had kept her promise, but instead of a quick, merciful death, she left me to die a slow and miserable one. The other Fenerec had drowned. Their lifeless bodies drifted, still tethered to the floor where they had died. In death, they made better company than they had in life, though I found no satisfaction in their demise. I hoped some of them had belonged to Rory’s pack. I hoped their Alpha suffered for turning me into a monster.

My anger once again surged, and I flexed my hands, tugging at the cuffs holding my arms over my head. Even with my wolf offering me her strength, I couldn’t rip out of the waterlogged, leather cuffs. I tore the skin of my wrists until my blood tainted the water; its taste teased my tongue before the currents swept it away.

The dim illumination from the flooded stairwell let me watch the sorcerer’s lifeless corpse drift in the water nearby. I had won, killing the man responsible for Mary’s death, but he, like the rogue Fenerec, would bear silent witness to my slow demise. I had ensured Sanders would be mine, no longer burdened with the knowledge Mary’s killer remained free, but I would pay for it with my life—and likely with the lives of many others.

Because of me, Brandy had power, and a lot of it. No one had told me killing a sorcerer could twist a witch into a monster as dangerous as me. Because of me, she had all the power she needed to strike out at the Inquisition and at my mate.

It wasn’t freedom Brandy had desired, but revenge.

I understood why she kept me alive. It wasn’t as thanks. She wanted me to know my mate’s death would come at her hands. He was part of the Inquisition she hated, and she knew it. That made me as much of a target as him. A quick death was too good for me.

My wolf despaired, as did I.

With nothing but the flow of water and corpses for company, time lost meaning. I tried to count the seconds, but with every brush of a silver chain, my thoughts scattered, and I shook from the pain. The water in my throat and lungs silenced my cries. The thin silk of my dress clung to me, tangling around my legs and holding me prisoner as much as the cuffs.

With each new silver burn, my strength faded until I couldn’t even try to scream, my body as limp and unresponsive as the corpses keeping me company.

I closed my eyes and waited for death to claim me.
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I woke vomiting water.

Someone held me upright while I choked and spluttered, convulsions rippling through me. My first breath burned in my throat and scorched my lungs. I wheezed. My arms were held over my head in a gentle but firm grip. Hands massaged my shoulders.

Every instinct I had demanded I fight, but the effort of breathing took all my strength. My wolf panicked when I couldn’t even lift my head.

I considered it a victory I was able to open my eyes. My vision was blurry, but gradually focused on the concrete basement floor. Puddles of water reflected men and women standing over me.

I didn’t recognize any of them, neither by sight nor scent. Fear tightened my throat.

Pain blossomed through arms and shoulders as my hands were lowered. I clenched my teeth so I wouldn’t scream.

“Almost done,” a woman murmured in my ear. “Easy, Miss. It’ll stop hurting soon. Your joints and muscles are stiff. Try to relax. It’ll help.”

With my wolf on the brink of panic, I doubted I could control her for long, let alone obey the stranger’s absurd demand to relax. My wolf wanted to howl her fury at being captive, but when I drew a breath, raspy coughs tore through me.

One of the reflections approached, solidifying into a man. He took hold my chin and lifted my head. My attention fixed on his nose, which was slightly crooked as though it had been broken too many times without being set. His eyes narrowed to slits, hiding their color.

“Doesn’t match any of the descriptions of missing women in the area,” he announced, scowling. “Wrong hair color, and they’re Normals. She’s no Normal, considering those burns.”

“I have a nose and know how to use it, Dustin. Her hair has been dyed,” the woman replied. Someone tugged at my head and grabbed a handful of my hair. I sniffed at the air.

All my nose detected was the bite of silver, the hint of rot, and water.

“Dye,” the man echoed. “Recent?”

“Recent enough. Shit job,” she answered. “It’s still bleeding out. See?”

I vaguely remembered the sorcerer dyeing my hair red to cover my blonde and blue. I growled, struggling to turn my head so I could pull free of the man’s hold on me.

His grip tightened. “What’s your name, bitch?”

My wolf wanted me to bite him, and while she tempted me, I resisted the urge. Snarling with every exhale, I calculated my odds of escaping. Someone held me from behind, one arm wrapped around my chest to keep me upright.

“Perhaps you should try reassuring her before you interrogate her,” the woman said, her tone amused. “I’d also like to remind you of something. Your hand is near her teeth, and considering how we found her, once she recovers enough to fight, she might take a few chunks out of you. I would be quite pleased to note how rough you’re being with her in my report.”

The man let me go, backing away several paces. “Fine, Holly. You figure out which pack she belongs to so we can call in her Alpha. Can’t just let a silver-burned Fenerec run loose.”

I fought my wolf until I could breathe without growling. “Sanders,” I choked out.

The man’s eyes widened. “You’re his missing bitch? But she’s dead.”

Once again, my wolf despaired. The sorcerer had destroyed my bond with Sanders, leaving me craving him without being able to sense him at all. I needed him, but the warmth I associated with him was gone. Unable to stop myself, I whined.

“You need to work on your people skills, Dustin,” the woman growled. “Miss, is your name Sara?”

I nodded.

“Jesus Christ. Get her into some dry clothes. Do something about those burns, too, before he shows up and loses his shit on us. Why the fuck were we told she was dead?” Dustin reached into his pocket, pulled out a cell phone, and dialed a number. “Where’s Seattle’s Alpha?”

Spitting curses, he headed for the staircase.

“I don’t think he’s going to care if she’s in a wet dress, you idiot witch, and I’m not sure what the hell you expect me to do about silver burns,” Holly muttered. “Do you think you can walk, Miss?”

“Better not try it quite yet,” a man stated from somewhere behind me. “I’ll carry her.”

“Okay. Let’s get her upstairs and away from this mess.” Holly stepped into my field of vision. She was a cop. Crouching in front of me, she rested her hands on her knees. “First of all, don’t worry, Miss. We’re with the Inquisition, and we’ve been tasked with making sure you get back to where you belong, safe and sound. The last thing we want to do right now is knock Seattle’s Alpha even farther off his rocker.”

I growled, and to prove I could, I lurched to my feet, staggering before catching my balance. Moving helped, and shaking my head to clear my vision, I took a good look at the basement. The sorcerer’s body was with the dead Fenerec, who were still chained in place. I had been taken to the corner near the stairwell, far away from the silver and the corpses.

Holly kept still, watching me with a faint yellow gleam tinting her blue eyes. “I think she’d rather walk on her own, Barry.”

“So I see.”

I backed away until my back pressed to the wall, trembling from the effort of staying upright. At my wolf’s insistence, I took deep breaths so she could sift through the confusing blend of scents in the basement. While faint, she picked up the faint cinnamon traces of Fenerec. “You’re Fenerec.”

“Part of the Vegas pack, Miss Sara,” Holly replied, smiling at me. “You have nothing to worry about. Dustin’s just cranky we weren’t invited to hunt the witch. We needed him to get the water out of here. Fortunately for you, he’s well worth his pay. He just doesn’t like surprises.”

“Brandy. Her name is Brandy.” I pointed at Kent’s body. “He’s a sorcerer.”

Holly whirled. “You’re certain?”

While I wanted to growl at the doubt in her voice, I resisted the urge. “I killed him.”

“Good for you, Miss. Good for you. If that’s really him, we’ve been after his ass for months.” Holly shook her head, lifted her radio to her mouth, and said, “I’ve been told one of the bodies down here is our sorcerer.”

Satisfied the pair of cops didn’t mean any harm, my wolf fed me her courage. I said, “When I killed him, the witch flooded the basement. She kept me alive.”

“And that would explain how she got so much power so quickly. She got it from the sorcerer. Let’s get upstairs. There’s no need for us to stand around in this hellhole.”

When I didn’t move, Barry approached me, and without waiting for my permission, he scooped me up as though I weighed nothing. His nostrils flared. “You smell like Seattle’s Alpha.”

Holly froze, her eyes widening. “You’re sure, Barry?”

Barry’s scent soured with his annoyance. “And you told Dustin you could use your nose. Use it, Holly. You know what he smells like. Of course I’m sure. Puts a whole new meaning to his missing bitch, doesn’t it?”

“That fucking sorcerer really had it out for him, didn’t he? I’ll let Dustin know.” Growling something under her breath, Holly headed up the stairs, taking them two at a time.

Shifting me in his arms, Barry followed at a more sedate pace. Too tired to fight him, let alone climb the steps on my own, I submitted to the indignity of being carried. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

Barry halted at the top of the stairs. “You have nothing to be sorry for, Ma’am.”

Water stained the walls up to the windows, which were all broken. More cops lingered near the front door, where Holly was talking to Dustin in a voice too soft for me to hear. 

“He’s not far from here. Should arrive any minute,” Holly reported.

“Good. Let’s just hope he doesn’t flatten me getting to her.” Barry carried me outside.

The heat of the desert sun baked me, and I closed my eyes to bask in the warmth. I had no idea how long I had hung from the ceiling as a toy for the sorcerer and a source of torture and torment for the unmated Fenerec.

The squeal of burning rubber accompanied the slam of a car’s door. Barry tensed, tightening his grip on me. “Careful, sir,” he said. “She’s been fading in and out since we found her, though she was reasonably coherent a few minutes ago.”

Gentle hands cupped my face, hot against my chilled skin. “She’s so cold,” Sanders whispered.

“Long-term exposure to the water, sir,” Barry replied. “Hey, Dustin. What should they do with her?”

“Warm bath, but start it cold and gradually heat it, dry clothes, soup,” the witch called back. “Feed her; I don’t think the poor bitch has had anything in days. Lots of water; she’s dehydrated. Let her sleep as much as she needs, and mind the silver burns. Seeing as she hasn’t lost control yet, she probably won’t, so long as Stud Muffin over there keeps a handle on his shit.”

“Take her,” Barry said, easing me into Sanders’s arms. The movement drew a groan out of me as my shoulders and arms protested the abuse. “Dustin, I don’t think calling Seattle’s Alpha ‘Stud Muffin’ is very wise. Sir, I apologize for him. You’ll need to be careful of her arms and shoulders. I don’t know how long they had her hanging tied up, but it took some work to relax her muscles and joints enough we could move her.”

“He’s fine,” my mate replied, his tone so neutral I knew it was an act. “Thank you, Dustin.”

“We’ll take care of her,” Desmond growled. “Sanders, get her in the back of the car. Wendy, get the blanket out of the trunk, please.”

“Sanders,” I mumbled.

“Shh, Sara. I’ve got you.” My mate nuzzled my neck with his nose. His breath warmed my skin, and I made a contented noise.

Maybe I couldn’t feel his presence in my head, but him being close to me was enough. I closed my eyes and filled my lungs with his scent.

“We’ll need to ask her some questions, but they can wait a while,” Barry said.

“Good, because if you start in now, I don’t know how long I could keep him contained. You can check her over in the car, Sanders,” Desmond said. “Your name?”

“I’m Barry, Mr. Desmond, sir.”

“Give me your details. I’ll work with you directly.”

“Yes, sir.”

While they exchanged information, my mate carried me a few steps and then lowered me into a car, which I recognized as Desmond’s Mercedes from its scent. He slid in beside me, cradling me with my head against his chest. The entire time, he murmured to me, but in my exhaustion, I didn’t understand what he was trying to tell me.

With my mate holding me, I didn’t care where we were or where we were going. Moving my arm hurt, but I shifted enough to grab a handful of his shirt while the rest of me relaxed against him. I breathed in his scent, which was marred by his worry. I meant to tell him I was fine, but my words emerged as an incoherent mumble even I couldn’t understand.

I gave up trying and surrendered to sleep.
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Sanders’s scent filled my nose. Breathing in deep, I reached out for him with a hand, my fingers finding cool sheets and the hotel’s duvet, which was the source of the sweet cinnamon smell. Mumbling complaints, I cracked open an eye. The bedroom light was off, but light streamed in through gaps in the curtained window. The door leading to the rest of the suite was open.

I heard my mate in the other room. To my relief, the dress was gone, exchanged for a set of thick, warm pajamas. After making sure I could stand without falling on my face, I staggered out of the bedroom in search of Sanders. I stifled a yawn.

The faint murmur of conversation in the other room guided me down the hall. My mate leaned over the couch, peeking in my direction. I stared at him for a long moment, wondering if I had hallucinated killing Kent. Was my mate a figment of my imagination? I shivered at the thought.

Sanders hopped over the edge of the couch and closed the distance between us. If he wasn’t real, I’d cling to him until the torture resumed. I slumped against him, burying my nose in his shirt to breathe in his scent and commit it to memory.

He wrapped his arms around me, resting his chin on top of my head. “What are you doing up? I told you to stay in bed where it’s warm.”

His arms trembled as he held me. My wolf’s distress matched my own, and I snuggled against him, reassuring myself he was there and not about to disappear. I grabbed hold of the back of his shirt with both hands. My stomach chose that moment to voice its complaints at being empty. “Don’t remember you saying that,” I mumbled. “Sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” my mate snarled. “Not a single thing.”

“Sanders, I will come over there and bite you again if you don’t settle,” Desmond warned. “No snarling at your pretty lady.”

Huffing, my mate flexed his hands against me, pulling me closer to him. “Are you okay?” Running his hands up my sides, he worked his way up to my neck, massaging my throat. A pleasant tingle worked its way through me.

If I were dreaming, I hoped I’d never wake up. Did pinching actually work to determine if one was conscious? I frowned, staring down at my arm. I released him long enough to dig my nails into my wrist. I hissed at the pain, and Sanders batted my hand away.

“Don’t do that,” he scolded, capturing my wrist and bringing it to his mouth. He kissed where I gouged myself in my determination to prove I was awake. Shivering, I leaned against him.

“Are you okay?”

“Am now.”

With a gentle touch, he lifted my chin. He pressed his lips to my brow, cupping my cheeks in his hands. “I thought you were gone.”

“I’m okay.”

Sanders growled, tilted my chin up, and kissed me. When he finished with me, I shook and panted to catch my breath. Prying my hands off his back, he tossed me over his shoulder. I giggled, and when my stomach voiced another complaint, I dissolved into a fit of helpless laughter.

“I’ll feed you, I’ll feed you,” my mate promised, turning to carry me into the main room.

“She’s not a toy, Sanders,” Desmond said, letting out a loud sigh. “Put her down.”

Sanders eased me onto the couch. “Mine.”

Smothering my mirth, I stared up at my mate, taking in his too pale skin and red eyes.

Desmond sighed again. “No one is disputing that fact.”

I caught hold of one of Sanders’s hands and tugged at him until he joined me on the couch. I crawled onto his lap, pressed my face to his shirt, and closed my eyes. With him near, my wolf relaxed, and the torturous ache for his touch eased. A hint of her lust remained, which I ignored.

“You can’t go back to sleep, Sara,” my mate said, stroking his hand over my hair. “You need to eat.”

“She can nap while waiting for the room service to arrive,” Desmond soothed.

“Not sleeping,” I grumbled. When I shifted to make myself more comfortable, my hair fell into my face. The bright red drew my attention, and I growled at it. “Shave my head,” I demanded.

“I’m not shaving your head,” my mate stammered. “Why do you want me to shave your head?”

Tears burned my eyes. “I don’t want red hair.”

I felt someone lean against the couch, and I recognized Wendy’s scent. She rubbed my back. “Sara, darling, we can strip the red out and dye it back to blonde and blue. You don’t have to keep it red. I’ll have Charles go find a pharmacy right now. You don’t have to cut your hair to get rid of the color, I promise.”

“Would you, Desmond?” my mate begged.

“Let me call in room service first, then I’ll head down. Is there anything else you want while I’m out?”

“Sara?” my mate asked.

I shook my head.

“I wouldn’t say no to some vodka,” Sanders admitted.

“I may consider something to let you take a bit of the edge off. Behave while I’m gone. No bringing her back into your pack until I return. Bite him if he tries, Wendy.”

“Charles, be nice. I’ll make sure he waits at least until she’s been fed, if she’s feeling up to it. If it calms him down…”

Desmond sighed. “Very well. Watch her carefully.”

“I don’t think it’ll be a problem, dear. I’ll watch them both.”

While Desmond ordered room service, Sanders stroked his hand over my hair, playing with it as he liked to do. I felt Wendy sit on the couch next to my mate, although she remained quiet until I heard the room’s door open and close.

“You’ll feel better after you have some food,” Wendy said, patting my shoulder. “Then we’ll make sure the red dye is gone.”

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

“For what? You didn’t do anything wrong,” she replied.

“Whatever they did to you doesn’t change us, Sara. End of story. I don’t believe in victim blaming, and I never will,” my mate growled, flicking me with his finger. A jolt ran through me, and I gasped at the way I jerked in reflex, my toes curling from the strength of his rebuke. “When you’re ready to talk about it, you will, and not a moment sooner. All that matters is you’re alive and with me.”

“I worried you.”

“Of course I was worried. Someone stole you from me, and when I find him, I’ll eat him.”

I sniffled, knowing he wouldn’t be able to have that satisfaction. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“You can’t eat him.”

“Why not?” he demanded, poking my ribs. “He deserves it.”

I squirmed, fiddling with one of his shirt’s buttons. “I killed him. He’s all rotted by now. You’ll get sick.”

For a long moment, my mate was silent, and when I drew in a deep breath, surprise and pleasure sweetened his scent. “I can live with that.”

“He tried to touch me. I didn’t like it. Only you’re allowed to touch me. I killed him,” I babbled, once again flicking the button of his shirt. It popped off under the force of my nail. “Oops.”

Picking a new button, I toyed with it, flushing at my acknowledgment of what Kent had tried to do to me. Sanders was my mate, not Kent, and neither were any one of the other Fenerec Kent had tortured with my presence. If he had, using his sorcerous powers, broken my bond with my mate, I’d forge it anew and make him mine all over again.

I’d use Kent’s curse against him, binding Sanders to me once again, no matter what it took.

“If you keep destroying my clothes at your current rate, Sara, I’m not going to have anything to wear.”

“I need you. You don’t need clothes,” I growled, flicking off another button and sending it bouncing off the end of the couch.

Wendy laughed. “I’ll take you both clothes shopping when you’re feeling up for an outing, Sara. You can dress up Sanders however you want, and you’ll decide what he takes home. It’ll be your reward for a job well done.”

I smiled, and flicking off another button, I opened his shirt enough I could nuzzle him without the fabric in the way. Once again, I breathed in his scent. “Okay.”

“The lady has spoken. Before we take you both home to Seattle, there shall be shopping, and a great deal of it.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?” my mate demanded.

“It’s in the women’s handbook. Shopping is a legitimate form of therapy,” Wendy stated, sniffling.

“If she gets to dress me up, I get to dress her up.”

“That is a fair compromise. You will dress each other up, and I will use Charles’s credit card to buy everything. It’s a deal.”

“You really killed him?” my mate asked, curling some of my hair around his finger. “Was he the one who dyed your hair?”

I nodded. How would he react when he found out he was also the man who had killed his Mary? Swallowing, I bit my lip.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, giving my hair a gentle tug. “I’m proud of you. Why are you so worried? I’m not mad at you, Sara. All I care about is that you’re safe.”

“You were afraid of losing me like you lost Mary,” I whispered.

“Damned fucking straight I was afraid. I thought you were gone, and once again, I hadn’t been able to do a single fucking thing about it.”

“He’s dead. The one who killed Mary,” I whispered. “He’s dead.”

My mate sucked in a breath. “What are you talking about?”

“It was him. He wanted you; he wanted to draw you out. He was using me to get to you. He tried to rape me, and I snapped his fucking neck with my feet. I broke him like he wanted to break you.” The words bubbled out of me in a rush, leaving me shaking in their wake.

“Oh my God,” Wendy whispered.

Sanders’s hand, still tangled in my hair, rested on my shoulder, his fingers flexing. The scent of his fury stung my nose. “You’re sure it was him?”

I wrapped my arms around him. “He told me what he had done. What he wanted to do. He made me mad. You’re mine.”

Someone knocked at the door. Wendy got up and answered it. The scent of meat teased my nose. Hunger pains cramped my stomach, and I restlessly shifted. My mate untangled his hand from my hair, worked his hands under me, and sat me upright.

Instead of letting me go like I expected, he moved me so I straddled his lap, and with a heavy sigh, he pressed his face to my shoulder and held me close. He shook, his hands clutching at my back. The sting of the silver burns drew a hiss out of me. As he had for me, I reached up and ran my fingers through his hair.

I hoped my touch soothed him as much as his soothed me.

I waited until Wendy closed the door before growling, “Mine.”

“Do I need to call Charles, Sanders?” Wendy asked.

My mate shook his head. “I’m okay. Just surprised.”

“And angry,” she stated.

“Infuriated,” he admitted in a snarl. “I want to rip him to pieces for what he did.” My stomach gurgled, and with a weak laugh, my mate nuzzled my neck. “I’ll fantasize about murdering him later.”

I matched his snarl and bit his shoulder. “Don’t you even dare. The only one you’re allowed to fantasize about is me.”

“Wrong type of fantasy, Sara,” my mate murmured, and while it was small, he did smile.

“Your lady has spoken, Sanders. Come eat, Sara. Charles will get mad at me if I let you devour your mate.”


Chapter Twelve
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I spent a great deal of time sleeping. At some point, Sanders brought me back into the pack, but the memory of it was hazy. I was aware of one thing, however; instead of a joyful reunion, the smothering sense of dismay wrapped around me, and it only eased when my mate was close to me.

I woke alone; stomach-cramping dread enveloped me, warning me my mate was away. Something was amiss, but I couldn’t tell what. I fidgeted with nervous energy, tossing and turning in my effort to return to the peace of sleep.

I gave up, and with a groan, I cracked open an eye. Muttering curses at the need to face the world, I got out of bed.

The room was dark, as was the hallway beyond. A peek out the curtain revealed it was early morning. When I sniffed the air, my mate’s scent lingered, although my wolf believed he hadn’t been around recently. Bothered by the quiet and the darkness, I slinked out of bed and crept to the door.

Silence.

No one was in the bathroom or the sitting room. The other bedroom was also empty, as were the office and foyer. For the first time since I’d been snatched on the way home from class, there was no one around to bother me, to hover, or to worry. While I still ached for my mate, it was a tolerable discomfort.

I flicked on the bathroom light and was startled by my reflection in the room’s many mirrors. The red in my hair, as promised, was gone. Judging from the smell, it had been bleached, leaving it an odd orange-pink color. I had no memory of bleaching it.

At least it wasn’t red.

Tucked in a corner was a bag full of hair dye products. Giggling at the variety of blondes and blues, I selected the palest blonde and the brightest of the blues. Desmond either knew his way around hair dyes or he had asked, because there was aluminum foil in the bag, several brushes suitable for applying dye, and a package of plastic bowls. He had even bought doubles of everything in case I needed it. With my hair falling halfway down my back, I needed the extra boxes.

Folded across the edge of the bathtub was a dye-stained beach towel, victim of their efforts to restore my hair to normality. Stripping out of my pajamas, I tossed them into the hallway to spare them, wrapped up in the towel, and went to work. My wolf’s interest in what I was doing grew until I opened the box containing the blonde dye. She got one whiff of it and retreated until I could barely detect her presence.

“Wuss,” I muttered.

In addition to a huge mirror, the bathroom had a television. While I had a small one at my apartment, I couldn’t afford cable. I had an internet connection only because I couldn’t do my schoolwork without it. My work schedule had been so intense most of my research happened online.

Taking the time to go to the college library wasn’t an option.

Once I finished brushing dye into my hair, I prowled the suite, turning on all of the lights as I went. On the coffee table, I found two envelopes, both of which had my name on them. Scowling, I grabbed them.

One contained cash, and a lot of it. In the other was a phone number, an address, and a key card for the hotel room. The purse Desmond and Wendy had purchased with the dress was on the couch. Sitting down, I grabbed it and went through it. I found more cash inside along with a bank card, which had a sticky note with the pin number. My keys were inside, but the blue wallet was new. My ID and bank card were tucked inside.

At the bottom of the bag was a slim cell phone. Puzzled, I picked it up. While most girls had cells, they were a luxury I couldn’t afford. The phone I had was a cheap corded phone from a dollar store, although I had splurged on an answering machine so I wouldn’t miss any calls from work.

I took my time rinsing my hair out, relaxing in the warm water. My arms and shoulders ached, but the heat worked out most of the stiffness by the time I got the excess dye out. Long after the water ran clear, I stood in the spray, staring at the wall without really seeing it.

Kent had dyed my hair in the basement shower, pawing at me while I was cuffed and unable to fight him. I flexed my hands at the memory, growling at how close I’d come to being forced to mate with him.

I understood Brandy and why she hadn’t killed me right away; breaking Kent’s sorcerous neck didn’t satisfy me. Maybe he was dead, but death was an easy, fast way out for what he had done to me and Sanders, Mary, and his other victims.

I wanted to end Brandy’s life for helping Kent, for watching, laughing, and helping him torment the males, for using me, for waking my need for Sanders and leaving me unsatisfied, and for hurting my mate. I wanted to break Brandy in my hands, and when she stood on the brink of death, I wanted to give her to my wolf so she could kill her.

I held my breath until my lungs burned before exhaling.

I had no idea what to do about the witch or how to find her. My wolf, recognizing the hunt as futile, turned her attention back to more important matters. Finding Sanders and making certain he was safe topped the list, although she paused to contemplate what I had done to my hair.

While the dye remover had stripped out the red, the blond and blue weren’t quite as bright as I wanted. Muttering curses, I toweled off and headed into the bedroom in search of clothing. Several bags waited, where I found a selection of dresses, lingerie, and heels. “What the hell? Dresses?” I sighed and changed.

My first order of business would be to buy comfortable clothes. A few pairs of jeans and some tank tops and I’d be ready to go, although I considered wearing the sundresses over some jeans. The one I picked, a blue matching my hair, had a certain charm to it. I’d also have to get a new purse.

I had no idea how much work I had missed, but going to the club and quitting was my second order of business. When Sanders returned to Seattle, I’d follow him. Surely Seattle had an underground just like Las Vegas. I would find some way to integrate into the city and build a new life.

Once and for all, I’d lay Sara Watson to rest.

After grabbing a matching pair of heels to go with the dress, I headed into the sitting room to retrieve the pair of envelopes on the coffee table and the purse. I decided if they hadn’t meant for me to leave the room, they wouldn’t have left a key.

I opened one of the suite’s doors to discover a pair of men wearing suits standing guard. I sucked in a breath, my eyes widening as they turned to face me.

The cinnamon scent of Fenerec teased my nose.

“Good morning, Miss Madison.” The man on my right had pale hair and a thin, almost gaunt face; his voice was startlingly deep. “Will you require a car?”

I blinked and opened my mouth to reply, but I failed to make a single sound. It was like my life back in New York, where nameless guards showed up at my parents’ convenience. Swallowing, I tried again and whispered, “I’m going to the shops. I don’t need a car.”

I also didn’t need or want bodyguards, especially strange males I didn’t know. My wolf wanted me to growl and drive them away, but I kept quiet.

With the exceptions of Desmond and Sanders, my experiences with men hadn’t been pleasant. Would the males of my kind view my dancing as an all-access pass? Some human men did. I considered retreating into the room and slamming the door. Instead, I closed the door behind me, squeezed by them careful to avoid touching either one of them, and headed for the elevator.

They followed me. My wolf fidgeted under the feeling of their gazes on my back.

By the time we reached the main level of the Venetian, I shook with worry. My wolf’s anxiety spiked; determined to get some distance between me and the two males, I marched through the crowds, following the signs for the Canal Shoppes.

If they were going to stalk me around the stores, I had no intention of making it easy for them.

With the memory of my fellow captives’ lustful howls ringing in my ears, I stretched my stride, walking as fast as I could without breaking into a jog. I had been hunted enough.

Like every other hotel I had been to on the Strip, the Venetian’s stores formed a maze spanning several levels with pathways crisscrossing the canal. Cafes, stores, and restaurants with terraces offered many places to evade my unwanted shadows.

 It took two circuits of the entire area and a quick slide into the casino to shake off the pair of Fenerec. Determined to secure my victory and keep them off my tail, I left the Venetian and crossed the street to Caesar’s Palace. Instead of the shopping I had intended to do, I bought a purse to match my dress, and stuffed my other bag inside of it.

So early in the day, the clubs wouldn’t be too busy. It was the perfect time to quit my job and truly put Vegas behind me once and for all.

I caught a cab and headed to the club. George was working as the front door bouncer, and I stared at him while gathering my courage.

“Sara,” he greeted.

“Tell the boss he can go fuck himself. I quit,” I announced. The words came out easier than I expected.

“Told me to show you in if you came around,” George replied.

“He’s about to get the memo I learned a new trick. The answer’s no, George.” I turned to leave, and he grabbed my wrist to stop me. Clenching my teeth, I considered putting my wolf’s strength to the test.

“He’ll ruin you.”

“I can live with that.”

“Can you?” George tugged me in the direction of the doors. “Don’t be like this, Sara. I’m sure you two can work things out.”

It took every bit of my will to resist growling. “What makes you think I want to work things out?”

“You’re worth too much to him now. He’ll ruin you in this entire city.”

“If I cared, George, that’d be a good threat. I don’t.”

“He said all he needed was five minutes to convince you.”

“Is that so? Five minutes?” I couldn’t mask the disbelief in my tone. “After what that dick did? I have somewhere to be, and it’s not here. Let me go.”

George didn’t let me go; instead, he pulled me into the club. “Five minutes, Sara. Don’t catch us all up in your fall.”

Swallowing back my growl, I huffed, “Fine. Five minutes.”

In five minutes, I would make it perfectly clear I didn’t care what happened to my reputation in Las Vegas.

The boss was in his upstairs suite overlooking the stage. I didn’t see him often, but as always, he was dressed in a black suit, white shirt, and black tie. He slid from the leather, curved bench and circled around the table he used as his desk. I stood in the doorway, tightening my grip on my bag while calculating how good of a weapon it would make.

“Since George seems to be hard of hearing today, I’ll just tell you to your face. I quit. Find some other girl to dance for you on the main shift. I’m done.” I met his pale eyes.

My wolf wanted to tear him to pieces for having us drugged and selling us, even though we had found our mate through his treachery.

“You’re making a very big mistake, Miss Madison. You could be a very rich woman. Your clients weren’t the first willing to pay so much for your time. You’re a luxury item. Once news of your availability spreads, you’ll be the most sought after lady in this city.”

“I’m not an item for sale. I quit. Go ahead and try to ruin me. I don’t mind in the slightest.”

“I’ll ruin you here and in every city with a club, Miss Madison. You’ll never dance again.”

“I’m pretty sure I don’t care, sir.”

“Why don’t you have a seat so we can discuss this like adults,” the boss replied, sitting and sliding to the middle of the curved bench. “George, please bring the lady a chair, as I assume she won’t feel comfortable getting cozy with me this morning.”

“Damn straight I don’t feel like getting cozy with you,” I muttered.

“Can I offer you a drink?”

“So you can drug me again? I pass.”

“There’s no need to be so bitter, Miss Madison. It was for your own good. You’re twenty thousand richer as a result, and all you had to do was one evening of real work. I’ve had several other offers for you, some even more lucrative for both of us. You are in high demand.”

George brought out a chair and placed it in front of the table. When I hesitated, the bouncer rested his hand on my shoulder and pushed down. I sank onto the chair. “The answer is still no. I don’t give a shit about your profits.”

“I’m afraid I’m not willing to take no for an answer, Miss Madison. I’ve been offered a substantial amount for you to escort a gentleman for an evening, and I intend to collect, without your cooperation if necessary.”

Slamming my hands against the table, I rose and leaned forward. “Not happening. Absolutely not. I’m not going to be kidnapped and raped so you can make a quick dollar.”

He narrowed his eyes, and there was nothing pleasant about his smile. “What makes you think you have a choice?”

I spun to leave. George blocked my path.

In one hand, he held a syringe.

“No fucking way,” I blurted. My wolf’s temper frayed and snapped. I tensed, balanced all of my weight on one heel, and stabbed my stiletto at George’s feet. He dodged my jab, and the kind, quiet George I knew vanished. Far faster than I thought his bulk would have allowed, he cracked the back of his hand across my face.

“Try not to bruise her too much,” the boss cautioned.

I was stunned for only a moment, but that was all George needed. While I didn’t feel the prick of the needle, a chill spread up my arm. When it reached my neck, my legs wobbled and gave out under me. George tossed the syringe onto the table.

I recognized the dizzying buzz of the drugs I had been given when I had been sold to the Desmonds, although the effects were far, far stronger than I remembered. My wolf’s panic lasted only a few moments before her presence faded away in the drugged haze clouding my head.

“You bastard,” I choked out.

“You have a date with a gentlemen in New York in a week. Imagine it: you, a stupid little broad who doesn’t even deserve it, getting a chance to go to one of New York’s exclusive galas. You will remain as my guest in the interim, Miss Madison. You will enjoy this lovely cocktail of medication once a day, which I’ve been told will keep you nice, docile, and obedient until it wears off. It was custom made by your new client. He was quite annoyed you had already been hired before he could enjoy you that night I sent you off with that couple. He has learned his lesson that only the highest bidder gets to take you home. At least I am generous. You will be paid a sum by your client at the conclusion of the evening depending on your performance. Do you understand?”

Tears of frustration and anger burned my eyes, and as the drugs had done before, I was forced to reply, “Yes, sir.”

“I work with whores like you all of the time, Miss Madison. No one will miss you. You’re just another stupid slut in a city full of them. Never forget it.”

I was stupid, all right. I was stupid for thinking I could just quit and walk away. “You fucking piece of shit.”

“You’re very lucky I was paid a hefty deposit to keep you untouched until your date, or you’d be finding out just how much of a fucker I am. Take her upstairs. Make certain she’s comfortable, just like we talked about earlier. You will be calm, quiet, and do exactly as you’re told, Miss Madison. Understood?”

Unable to disobey and hating myself for my stupidity and my weakness, I whispered, “Yes, sir.”
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I’d never been to the floor above the suite serving as the boss’s office. At first glance, it was an apartment, but as George shoved me deeper into it, I learned it was the home of someone sexually depraved who had a lot of interest in bondage and fetish.

The boss’s idea of making me comfortable reminded me of Kent’s depravities and involved a cell, leather cuffs, and binding my arms over my head while my feet were secured to the floor. To add insult to injury, George strapped a band around my waist, which clipped to the wall to force me to sit on the cold floor. While I wanted to scream my fury and frustration, I couldn’t voice more than a quiet growl. George took his time, stroking his hands over my dress as he double-checked the cuffs around my wrists and ankles before securing them to the floor and walls.

“I’ve been looking forward to this for a long time. As soon as this contract ends, the boss says I get to have you as many times as I want.”

I spit on him.

He seized my hair and gave a yank. “You’ll regret that as soon as you’re back from New York, bitch.”

“I’ll never be your bitch,” I swore, but unable to defy the drugs, I did so in a hoarse whisper.

“I hope I’m the one who gets to break you and make you into the perfect little whore. Now stay there, don’t move, and be silent. Get used to it, sweetheart. You’re here to be seen, not heard.”

I choked on the stream of profanities I wanted to shriek at him. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force myself to struggle in the cuffs. The edges bit into my wrists as my body, in obedience to the drugs they had pumped into me, remained limp and unresponsive. George closed the cell’s door and smirked as he locked it, jingling the keys at me.

When Sanders found out I couldn’t even handle quitting my job without getting into trouble, he was going to be angry. Worse, I deserved every last bit of his rage. Angry tears welled in my eyes, and I was powerless to stop them from falling.

Trusting anyone had been the first of my mistakes, which made ditching the two male Fenerec my second mistake. I should have remained at the hotel, waiting patiently for my mate to return. Instead of giving me the warmth and strength I was accustomed to, my wolf remained silent, her presence so faint I could barely sense her. With my wolf held at bay by the drugs, I was alone.

Maybe I hadn’t asked to become a Fenerec, but losing that wild, restless part of me frightened me almost as much as the drugs. The thought of being sold to the highest bidder, a bidder who knew what I was and how to make me nothing more than a puppet, sickened me.

I couldn’t even voice a single whine.

I was so ashamed of having fallen for such an obvious trap I closed my eyes and wished I could disappear. At least when Kent had held me captive, I had been able to defy him and fight back, killing him when a chance provided itself.

Kent had liked my struggles, so once he had me secured, he hadn’t dosed me with drugs to keep me compliant. He wanted me to fight him, and I had risen up to his challenge. While I had been captive, freedom had been a goal within my grasp, one I had been willing to pay any cost for. If it hadn’t been for Brandy, I would have escaped on my own.

In the cell, ordered not to move or speak, I was completely helpless.

As I waited, the dizzying sway of the world around me intensified. The disconnect between me and my wolf left my stomach churning. As the seconds slipped into minutes and the minutes stretched into hours, I lost track of time.

When I heard the approach of footsteps, I was so resigned to being unable to do anything at all, I sat still and waited for whatever would happen. If I could have surrendered control to my wolf, I would have.

Wolves had different opinions on sex and modesty, and what I couldn’t handle, she could—if I let her seize full control so she could guard me from what I feared. She didn’t like other males near us, but their advances fueled her rage, urged her to violence, and made her strong.

All I had was a bone-deep terror of what they could do to me and how they could make me feel, all without my consent. I trembled as the footsteps drew closer.

The jangle of keys heralded the click of the cell opening. No one spoke, but a hand shoved my hair aside before touching the side of my throat. After a minute, a woman stated, “Seventy-five and erratic.”

I recognized her voice, although I couldn’t remember from where.

“Well, ain’t she a popular one. Stud Muffin should get a refund on this bitch,” Dustin grumbled. “Get her out of that mess and do something with her.”

Holly. The woman was Holly, the cop who had been in Kent’s basement. She sighed. “He’s really going to rip your head off if he hears you say that, sir.”

“I assure you Stud Muffin heard every word,” Sanders snarled from somewhere nearby. The sound of my mate’s voice hit me like a blow to the gut. Shame surged through me, and the wolfsbane stole away even my ability to cry at the stupidity of my actions. “Let me be clear on something. Stud Muffin doesn’t want a refund or an exchange. In fact, all Stud Muffin wants is her. Move or be moved. You will not like what will happen if you have to be moved.”

All I wanted was to crawl into a hole and die.

“I apologize for him, sir,” Holly whispered.

My mate’s scent flooded my nose, and he slid an arm around me, pulling me as close as my restraints allowed. Running a hand over my hair, he nestled my head on his shoulder. “Unclip her hands first,” he whispered, “I’ll hold her up while you get her out of the cuffs.”

“Let’s just hope they haven’t had her like this for too long,” Holly replied, and once she freed me, she draped my arms over Sanders’s shoulders. It didn’t take long for Holly to remove the band circling my stomach and free me from the ankle cuffs. “Well, at least those assholes took good care of the leather. She’s free, sir.”

“If I go downstairs and start killing people, would you consider looking the other way?” my mate growled, adjusting his hold on me so he could work an arm under my knees while supporting my back. “Five minutes with them. That’s all I want.”

“I’m afraid not, sir.”

“No murders,” Wendy said. “How is she?”

“Playing dead, I think,” my mate replied, his tone baffled and worried. “She’s limp, but I don’t think she’s unconscious. Her scent keeps changing.”

“Ketamine and wolfsbane again?” Desmond growled.

“Smells like it,” Holly reported. “A rather high dose from the looks of it.”

Desmond sighed. “They probably gave her orders no one has countermanded yet.”

“I hate wolfsbane,” Holly snarled.

“Sara, the only person you have to worry about is me, understand? No following orders from anyone else. Whatever they told you to do, stop it. You’re mine,” my mate growled in my ear before nipping me in rebuke.

The whine I hadn’t been able to voice burst out of my throat. I clutched the back of his shirt. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I mumbled, my guilt smothering my ability to wail my anguish.

“She’s sorry she came to tell the place to fuck off and that she’s quitting. Can you believe this bitch?” Desmond demanded, his tone light with laughter. “The only thing you have to be sorry about is ditching the two guards we had assigned to you, but damned if I’m not proud of you for pulling it off.”

“They scared me.”

There was a long moment of silence. “I’ll accept the blame for that. I completely didn’t think about how you’d react to males you didn’t know after all that’s happened,” Desmond admitted.

“I didn’t either,” my mate acknowledged. “I’m so sorry, Sara. I’m so used to how things work I didn’t think about it. They’re cops. I had to run an errand with Desmond, and I wasn’t leaving you in the room without someone on guard.”

“The Vegas pack has many members on the police force,” Holly explained. “This can be a rough town, and a lot of scum find their way here. I should have known better. I saw the basement. I apologize. I wasn’t thinking, either. Fortunately, they called it in quick when you gave them the slip. We have a saying here. When there is a Desmond in town, trouble surely follows.”

“Are you okay, Sara?” my mate demanded. Ducking his head down, he kissed the tip of my nose. “I can’t let you out of my sight for a minute, can I?”

“Everything’s spinning,” I complained. “Why’re you here?”

“I’m here because here is where you are,” my mate replied, snorting. I sniffed to catch his scent. Without my wolf’s help, rage and worry were the only smells I could distinguish. “If Desmond hadn’t dragged me on a dead-end errand…”

“I’m not apologizing to you again, Sanders,” Desmond growled.

The memory of where the boss wanted to take me burned away my shame, stoking my fear. “I don’t want to go to New York. Anywhere but New York. Don’t let them take me to New York.” I hid my face against Sanders’s shirt, shuddering.

Tightening his hold on me, my mate lurched to his feet. “What are you talking about, Sara?”

“I’ll ask Dustin to find out,” Holly said, and I heard the dial tone of a phone. “Dusty, she’s upset over something about New York. Find out what’s going to happen in New York and why they want her there. I’m approving the use of force. Don’t leave a scrap of evidence and clean up when you’re done. No bodies—and by that, I mean leave them alive.”

“On it,” the witch replied before hanging up.

“He’s actually useful for something?” my mate growled. “Beyond pissing me off, that is.”

“He’s a water witch with a bad temper, sir. If you want some satisfaction, let’s go down and watch. Your lady, however, may not want to witness this, considering what happened before.”

Still growling, my mate asked, “What is he going to do?”

Holly sighed. “If they’re lucky, he’ll drown them. If they’re not, we’ll be waiting for a while. Some people discount water witches, but I’m no fool. We’re seventy percent water, and he has no scruples about adjusting the personal chemistry of his new friends if they don’t cooperate, if you catch my drift. To make it more frightening, if they’re Normals, they won’t even realize he used witchcraft on them; he’s that subtle about it.”

“I think we’ll pass. Let us know if he finds out anything useful from any of them,” Desmond replied. “I’m going to take Sanders and his lady to your Alpha’s place for a time out.”

“I’ll call and let him know you’re on the way and to make certain there are no unmated males there when you arrive,” Holly replied. “Why stir the pot?”

“Thank you, Holly. The instant you find out more about this New York business, ring me or Wendy.”


Chapter Thirteen
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I somehow managed to avoid throwing up until after Desmond parked his Mercedes outside of a mansion hidden away in the desert. Bracing my hands on my knees, I struggled to catch my breath while Sanders held my hair out of the way. I needed his support to keep from toppling over.

“I’ll go fetch Rob,” Wendy said, running to the door. It opened before she had a chance to ring the bell. A black man who dwarfed Desmond’s mate emerged. I couldn’t hear what Wendy said, but he hurried to us.

“Sanders, you’re just having a hell of month, aren’t you?” he said, stopping within arm’s reach of my mate. “Holly said you were bringing your new lady over, but I wasn’t expecting her to be doubled over in my driveway.”

I groaned, wondering if I could crawl back into Desmond’s Mercedes and die.

“Ketamine and wolfsbane,” my mate snarled.

“How was it delivered?”

When I straightened, Sanders pulled me to his side. “Sara?”

Clenching my teeth so I wouldn’t throw up again, I hissed, “Needle.”

“I’m Rob, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to meet you, though I wish it were under better circumstances. The good news? I have one of the best medical setups outside of a hospital in the basement. The bad news? All we can do is treat your symptoms and hope they didn’t overdose you too much. Come inside, please.”

The thought of walking the short distance to the door was enough to make my eyes tear up. I wanted to walk on my own, but I doubted I’d make it more than two or three steps without falling over.

“It’s okay, Sara,” my mate murmured, and as he had at the club, he picked me up and cradled me close to him. “Please don’t cry. If you cry, I’ll have to go kill people, and Desmond doesn’t want me killing people.”

“I may make an exception this once, if we can get the bastard alone in a dark alley,” Desmond snarled.

“I may be able to make an arrangement of that nature,” Rob replied. “I’ll talk to Holly and find out the ramifications of such a disappearance.”

“You’re supposed to be a cop. Isn’t it against some law or another to encourage others to kill people—and help them do it? Premeditated murder.” Desmond huffed. “If you give me a chance and a dark alley, I’ll leave the place so clean when I’m done even Dustin and his wolves won’t be able to figure out who did it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Vegas’s Alpha replied. “Anything else I can do to help?”

“I need to call Topside from your secure line if you don’t mind. Sanders, I know you’re not going to like it, but I’m going to require your mate for the call. We may as well kill several birds with one stone, and we simply don’t know when the drugs will wear off.” Desmond sighed, falling into step beside my mate. “You’re not exactly winning any awards for your patience and temper, so you’re staying near me.”

“Damn it, I already said I’d repair it!”

“Repair what?” I asked, closing my eyes to ease the sickening sense of the world circling around me.

“My Mercedes, which now has a dent rather suspiciously shaped like your mate’s fist.”

“He punched your car?” Rob asked. I cracked open an eye in time to watch him open the front door.

“Sanders had a bad feeling, so to make him feel better, we called her guards, only to find out she had ditched them. When her cell tracked to her old place of employment and she wasn’t answering, he lost his temper.” Desmond sighed. “His bad feeling was spot on. When we sent the cavalry over, we were told she had showed up, but she’d left after telling her boss he could go fuck himself and that she quit.”

“That’s one way to quit, I guess. I take it she was still there?”

My mate growled. I wrapped my arms around his neck, tugging on him until he quieted.

“Holly arranged for a warrant to find the phone. When we found Sara’s purse, we did a top to bottom search of the club. They had her in a cell on the third floor. When we left, Dustin was having a conversation with some new friends of his,” Desmond replied. Turning to me, he gently put two of his fingers under my chin, tilting my head in his direction. “Sara, do you remember when they stuck you with the needle?”

I stared at him, unable to remember how I had gotten to the club, let alone when I had been jabbed.

“I’m going to take that as a no.”

At the worry in Desmond’s voice, I forced myself to sort through the confusing blur of events. I decided how I got to the club didn’t matter, and with some effort, I managed to piece together what had happened after my arrival—mostly. “Not long after I got to the club, I think. Went upstairs. Boss… wanted something?” I frowned. “George did it. Bouncer. Boss wanted to talk. Made threats. Told him I didn’t care. Rest is blurry.”

My words slurred, as though my tongue belonged to someone else, someone who was overly fond of alcohol. 

“Did any of them touch you?” Desmond demanded.

Sanders tensed, and his growls deepened. I pulled free of Desmond’s hold on my chin, turned to my mate, and latched onto his neck with my teeth.

He crumpled, collapsing into Rob. I tumbled to the ground, and with a startled curse, Desmond got his arms under me, yanking me to him before I cracked my head into the stone steps.

“Well, I can’t say I ever saw Mary do that,” Rob spluttered.

I blinked, confused over why my mate was lying so still against Vegas’s Alpha. “Sanders?”

Laughing, Desmond worked his arms under me and lifted me up. “It’s okay, Sara. He’ll come around in about ten or fifteen minutes, though it may be better to let him sleep for a while. He needs a time-out anyway. Good girl. Did any of them touch you?”

Confused about what I had done to my mate, I whined, watching him with wide eyes. “But he’s not moving, Desmond. Did I hurt him?”

“No, Sara. You didn’t hurt him. You just nipped a nerve. He’s stressed enough you short-circuited him for a few minutes. It’ll be okay. He’s just going to sleep it off, okay?”

“Okay,” I mumbled, not sure if I believed him.

Rob sighed and tossed my mate over his shoulder. “Damn, he’s really out cold, too. Remind me never to make you angry, Ma’am.”

“I’m sorry,” I whined.

“Sara, you have nothing to be sorry about. Did any of them touch you?”

“George slapped me.”

“Sara. Were you raped?”

“Oh. No.” I flushed, and as I had done the night I had met my mate, I babbled. “George said he hoped he got to be the one to break me and make me the perfect whore.”

Desmond growled. “I want that one.”

“If you want to call Topside, perhaps you should while Sanders is still unconscious. It will speed things along if he’s not snarling and snapping every other sentence. We can stretch him out on the couch in my office and let her sit with his head on her lap,” Rob suggested. “Maybe that way, when he wakes up, he’s not quite so murderous.”

“Sounds like a plan. Lead the way, Rob.”
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Rob’s office was larger than my entire apartment and contained two couches, a pair of armchairs, and a conference table. A corner desk dominated an entire quarter of the room. “The best investment I made in this room was the soundproofing and the speaker system connected to the secure line.” Vegas’s Alpha paused, pointing at one of the couches. “That one is probably the best for sound quality. There are microphones at each arm.”

Desmond settled me on the end of the couch, and with a grunt, Rob dumped my mate beside me. The pair of them arranged Sanders with his legs stretched out and his head nestled on my lap.

“I’ll just sit here with you,” Wendy said, settling at my feet and rested her head against my knee. “There’s a trashcan right in reach if you feel sick again.”

“Mind if I lead the call?” Desmond asked.

“If that makes you happy, by all means,” Rob replied, sitting at the desk. “Remember, ladies and gentlemen, every sound you make in here will be picked up by the microphones, so if you don’t want someone on the other end hearing you, write a note.”

 Desmond sat on the other end of the couch, picked up my mate’s feet, and settled them on his lap. “Sara, don’t say anything unless you’re asked, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Fire it up, Rob.”

The call connected on the second ring. A robotic voice asked, “How may I direct your call?”

“Topside, please. It’s Desmond with Vegas’s Alpha, Seattle’s Alpha, his mate, and my mate.”

“Connecting, please hold.”

Several minutes later, someone sighed on the other end of the line. “Should I just fly to Vegas? I might get more work done that way, Desmond. What happened?”

Despite the annoyance in the man’s tone, his voice was soothing and pleasant to listen to. I yawned, tangling my fingers in my mate’s hair.

“Miss Madison is a very popular young lady, sir,” Desmond replied. “Her former boss grabbed her several hours ago and drugged her with a substantial amount of Ketamine and wolfsbane. She may have been overdosed, but so far, so good. We recovered her, and some of Rob’s Fenerec and a witch are currently interrogating those responsible.”

“She’s with you?” the man asked.

“Sara, say hello to the Shadow Pope of the Inquisition.”

“Hello,” I mumbled.

“You said Sanders is there?”

Desmond snorted. “At this point, we may never get him to leave the room she’s in ever again. Part them for more than an hour and someone grabs her. He’s present in body, but I’m afraid he’s clocked out for a little while, sir. He was acting up, and his mate is still learning the ropes. She nipped him pretty hard. He needed the time-out anyway; he punched my car.”

“He punched your car?” Choking back a laugh, the Shadow Pope cleared his throat. “I see. It seems you are having a very interesting afternoon. All right. You wouldn’t call me unless you needed something. What is it?”

“First, to let you know about the incident this morning with Sanders’s mate. Second, we’re feeling a little bloodthirsty this afternoon. We may wish to make some people disappear, and at this point, I don’t give a fuck if they’re Normal or not. The club owner is selling women to the highest bidder, and if he’s kidnapped one girl, he’s taken others. We found Sara in what I can only describe as a sex dungeon, shackled to the wall. She’s so drugged I don’t think she knows which end is up at this point, sir.”

I pointed at the ceiling.

Rob snickered. “Hello, sir. It’s Rob. Sanders’s little hellcat is pointing at the ceiling.”

“Hellcat?”

Chuckling, Desmond reached over and patted my shoulder. “She’s got a bit of fight in her, sir. She’s the one who landed the hit on the sorcerer who killed Mary and the other nurses in Seattle.”

“Give me her bank account details. I’ll have the bounty deposited today.”

“That’s one of the problems, sir.”

“You’ve lost me, Desmond. How is this a problem?”

“While Miss Madison has a bank account, it’s not suitable for such a transfer of funds. Sanders had a bank card for his account issued for her, but her situation is a little delicate at present.”

“So take her to one of our banks and open her an account. Establish a credit line while you’re at it, Desmond. Drop my name. Get her set up, and when you have the details, I will transfer the money. I trust you’ll call me in private with the details of your difficulties with this situation?”

Desmond sighed. “Yes, sir.”

“So, Miss Madison. How did you kill that sorcerer?” the Inquisition’s Shadow Pope asked.

I swallowed, glancing over at Desmond, who nodded. “His name was Kent, sir.”

“How did you kill him, and why?”

In a way, I was relieved my mate still slept; it was easier to tell the truth without worrying how he would react. It took several deep breaths to steady myself enough to say, “He wanted me for his mate, sir. He… he untied my feet. I hooked one foot behind his head and kicked his chin as hard as I could with the other. I snapped his neck, sir.”

“With your feet.”

I bit my lip until it bled. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. From what I understand, the incident with the flooding in Vegas was a direct result of his death?”

“We haven’t had a chance to actually talk to her about it, sir. They found her in a flooded basement, protected by the witch responsible. From my understanding, Dustin really had to work to undo the witch’s magic. When we haven’t been feeding her, she’s been sleeping. Sara, do you remember what happened after he died?”

I shivered. “The witch kissed me and said that while I would drown, I’d live, sir. The others all died. She left after thanking me for giving her all the power she needed to get her revenge. She doesn’t like the Inquisition, sir. I think she wanted me to die a slow death, sir. To hurt Sanders.”

“All right. Desmond, you’re to take your mate, Sanders, and Miss Madison, and you’re to clean up that unfinished business. I want that witch dead, am I understood? Track her down and put an end to her. You have my authorization to pull in as many of Seattle’s Fenerec as required for the operation. You can also call in your daughters—yes, both of them—if you feel a need. Alternatively, you can request up to three witches, just let me know who you want or what skills you feel will best fit your needs.”

“I think I’ll pass on my daughters, sir. Both of them are rather annoyed with me right now, and I’d like to survive the operation. Can I request Dustin and his Fenerec?”

The Shadow Pope snickered. “If Rob’s okay with you taking them, by all means. Put together a team. I’ll relay all of the information I get on her whereabouts, but I don’t want you back in Seattle until every last one of those associated with Mr. Kent have been dealt with. If you require a witch to help with Sanders, let me know, and I’ll send one of my best to you.”

Desmond smiled at my mate, patting his feet. “I think he’ll settle down once he’s had some quality time with his mate. Newly mated are always troublesome, and it’s doubly worse with Alphas, sir.”

“Good work on finding a suitable bitch for him, Desmond. Now that you’ve found her, please try to keep her out of trouble. I’m going to get gray hairs if I get any more phone calls this week about Sanders and his lady.”

“Should I wait until next week to call you about the difficulties I’ve had?”

“No, you can call my cell on yours once you hang up the secure line. Now sounds like a very good time, actually. It was a pleasure speaking to you, Miss Madison. Have a good afternoon, everyone. Do tell Sanders to take better care of his mate in the future. That’s an order.”

The Shadow Pope hung up. I frowned. “That’s it?”

“For you, yes. For me? Rob, I don’t suppose you have a spare charger, do you? I have a feeling I’m in for a long discussion. Mind if I use your office?” Desmond sighed.

“By all means, Desmond. Think you can handle a hike up some stairs, Sara? I’ll carry your mate. You can go to bed and sleep off the drugs.”

“I’ll help,” Wendy offered. “I’ll keep an eye on them, Charles.”
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It took four or five hours for the nausea to fade, and my mate slept the entire time. My stomach started complaining about being empty, but I didn’t want to leave his side. Working my way under the blanket, I cuddled close to him and breathed in his scent.

My wolf mostly slept, but her presence strengthened with each passing hour.

“I see Sanders and a Sara-sized lump next to him. Is she actually under there, or has she spirited herself away again?”

“Just listen for the growls,” Wendy replied. I felt someone sit on the edge of the bed. “I’m not sure if it’s her growling or if she’s hungry. Still, Sanders needs the sleep, poor thing, and she’s determined to be as close to him as possible. She retreated under the blankets about an hour ago.”

“Any more vomiting?”

“Thankfully not.”

“Sara, you need to eat,” Desmond said.

“Not going,” I replied, sliding my hand over my mate’s chest. I undid a button so I could touch his skin.

“That doesn’t change the fact you need to eat, dear.”

I growled, and my traitorous stomach echoed me. “So go make me a sandwich.”

I could eat a sandwich in bed without leaving my mate’s side.

“You need more than a sandwich. Rob and his mate are almost done making dinner. Okay, it’ll still be an hour, but I have a feeling you’ll need that long to be mobile and reasonably coherent.”

Wendy chuckled. “I have an idea. Sara, why don’t you wake Sanders up, and you can both come down for dinner. We’ll get out of your hair for an hour. You’ll have time to take a shower. He’ll probably want to reassure himself you’re all right before letting any other Fenerec near you. Come along, Charles. We don’t have to hover. If they need us, we won’t be far, and while she may have given her other guards the slip, she’s not going to get by you.”

“When there’s a will, there’s a way,” Desmond grumbled.

“You all are noisy. Go away, Desmond. Don’t worry, she’s not getting by me,” my mate murmured.

I snuggled closer to him, resting my cheek on his shoulder. “You’re awake.”

“A bunch of pests interrupted a nice dream where my mate was cuddling with me and I didn’t have to get out of bed.” He stretched with a groan before settling in next to me, working an arm beneath me so he could hold me closer. “You bite hard.”

“Sorry,” I whined.

“You needed the sleep, Sanders. Maybe if your growling and snarling hadn’t disturbed your mate, you wouldn’t have gotten nipped,” Desmond stated. “Take an hour and come downstairs for dinner. Sara needs to be fed before she goes for the nearest living thing for sustenance, which happens to be you.”

“Go away, Desmond,” my mate grumbled.

When the two Fenerec were gone, he rolled on top of me, pinning me with his weight. He nibbled on my throat, and I sighed my contentment.

“Are you feeling any better?”

“I’m okay, I think. Still drowsy.”

He kissed me, and I closed my eyes to savor the feel of him. “I can think of a few things we could do to wake you up a bit.”

“In the shower?” I squirmed so I could press my lips to his throat.

“If you nip me now, we won’t make it to the shower, you saucy little bitch,” he warned.

“Maybe I want now and in the shower,” I countered, teasing him with the tip of my tongue.

“We’d need a lot longer than an hour if you want that, Sara.”

I pouted. “I will wait to nip you until we’re in the shower, then.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll more than make up for quantity in quality.”

He cheated. Nipping my throat, he woke all of my desire for him and left me breathless and his for the taking.

“You know, darling, there’s one good thing about wolfsbane,” he murmured in my ear. “Obey me, and I’ll show you.”

Burning with my need for him, I squirmed, wrapping my arms around him so he couldn’t escape. “Don’t tease,” I pleaded.

He nibbled on my neck again, and I trembled as his touch sent pleasuring shivers running through me. “No teasing. I’m going to take you into that shower, and I’m going to make you feel so good you won’t know which end is up by the time I’m finished with you. You’re mine, and I’m never letting anyone else touch you ever again.”
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As promised, my mate took his time with me, and I loved every moment of it. If Kent’s threats when he had attempted to rape me held any truth, I didn’t care.

I wanted Sanders, as I had from the beginning. If Kent’s sorcerous magic made me want my mate even more, I would live with the consequences happily, especially if it meant feeling so tranquil whenever he touched me.

“Someone’s happy,” he murmured while toweling my hair dry. I sat still for him and contemplated falling back on the bed and going to sleep. My dress was already rumpled, and nothing short of ironing it would help.

“I’m wrinkled,” I said, staring down at myself, trying to smooth it out as best I could with my hands.

My mate smiled and tossed the towel aside. “No one is going to care if your dress is wrinkled. Feeling better?”

“Mhmm. Sleepy.”

“You’ll have to wait to go back to sleep until after dinner, Sara. You really do need to eat. It’ll help you burn off the wolfsbane faster.”

“It’s not so bad now.” I yawned, leaning towards him.

With a soft laugh, my mate kissed my brow. “You can cuddle with me on the couch after dinner. How does that sound? We shouldn’t be rude to our hosts.”

“We could cuddle in that big tub in the bathroom instead,” I pointed out.

“I love your enthusiasm, but we just finished a very, very nice shower, and we still need to visit with Rob and Marcy.”

I sighed and wrapped my arms around his neck. “You’re not mad at me?”

“I’m not mad at you. I’m a stupid idiot for assuming an independent woman like you would just roll over and submit to having a pair of bodyguards. I should have known you would go flip your boss off, and I should have been there to look all menacing while you did it.” He hugged me and kissed where my neck and shoulder met. “I will just have to learn to anticipate what my wild little hellcat will do and make sure I keep one step ahead. Don’t worry, I appreciate a good challenge.”

My curiosity got the better of me. “Was Mary a challenge?”

Sanders sighed. “I loved her, make no mistake, Sara, but she was anything but a challenge. She was sweet. She cared about people. She was brave, but in a different way. All nurses are brave. They have to be. You’re different. Desmond terrified Mary. He liked her well enough, but she never enjoyed being in the same room with him. She found him oppressive. Hell, half the time, she found Wendy oppressive, and Wendy is about as threatening as a newborn kitten. Every day, I wondered when she would finally get tired of me, of what I was, and just leave. We were mates, but she was never bound to me like I was bound to her. She was always just too afraid of what I was, and her fear grew with the years.”

The grief in his voice hurt, and I ran my hand over his cheek to slide my fingers through his hair. “I shouldn’t have asked, I’m sorry.”

“Of course you should have. You deserve to know. You surprise me. Each day you do something that catches me off guard. One minute, you’re frightened of Wendy. The next, you’re ready to claw Desmond’s eyes out. And damn, woman, you can dance.”

“You like when I dance, do you?” I murmured, pleased.

“Every time I saw you, I wanted to kill every other man in the room for looking at you. You’re a wicked little temptress.”

I smiled and kissed his cheek. “For you.”

“If you keep sweet talking me like that, you’ll make us miss dinner.”

Desmond cleared his throat from the doorway. “You two will simply have to wait. I was sacrificed to interrupt you lovebirds. Sara, you really need to eat. Marcy’s eager to meet you, and with the help of her mate, she has cooked up a feast she claims should defeat all of us. I told her she hasn’t met you and your appetite yet. My honor is at stake.”

My mate laughed, stood, and before I could hop to my feet, he picked me up.

“I can walk,” I protested. “I made it all the way up the stairs without any help.”

“Nonsense. Why walk when I can carry you?”


Chapter Fourteen
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Rob’s mate, Marcy, was a short Italian woman with a bright smile. She was old enough to be my grandmother, which startled me so much I gawked at her with my mouth hanging open. Sanders set me on my feet and presented me to the woman. If she noticed my rudeness, she simply didn’t care. With a pleased cry, she caught me in a hug, squeezing me so tight my ribs creaked and she forced a squeak out of me.

She wasn’t a Fenerec, but my nose informed me she wasn’t quite human, either. My wolf didn’t know what to make of the woman.

“Marcy, this is Sara,” my mate announced, shifting his weight back and forth as though he were an excited puppy seeking approval. His scent sweetened with his pleasure, and I wondered who Marcy was and why her opinion meant so much to my mate.

Marcy prowled around me, inspecting me from every angle. My eyes widened at her scrutiny, and unsettled by the intensity of her stare, I stepped closer to Sanders and grabbed hold of his hand.

Desmond chuckled. “She’s remarkably shy for a stripper.”

“You’re absolutely lovely,” Marcy said, and ignoring Desmond’s presence completely, the woman grabbed my other hand and tugged me across the living room. “I see you’ve finally gotten your head out of your ass. She suits you far better than Mary ever did.”

My mate herded me along, giving my hand an encouraging squeeze.

The living room opened into a large dining room dominated by a table capable of easily seating ten. My mate held out a chair for me, and I slid onto it, staring up at him with wide eyes.

All of his attention was focused on Rob’s mate, and he scowled at her. “Do we have to do this today, Marcy?”

“Yes,” was the curt reply. “We can do it now or I’ll simply nag you all night long until I have my way.”

Once again, my mouth dropped open and I was powerless to stop gawking.

Desmond sat across from me, and to my surprise, Marcy claimed the seat beside me. Smiling at me, she gave my hand a pat. “Don’t look so alarmed, dear.”

“Marcy, please,” my mate begged.

I had no idea what he was trying to make the woman do—or not do—but I could sense his worry and unease.

Desmond nudged my shin under the table, and when I turned my attention to him, he winked at me. “Don’t worry,” he mouthed at me in silence.

“Don’t you ‘Marcy, please’ me, Matthew. It has been how long since you met this angel, and you have not brought her to meet us?”

Rob cleared his throat. “I’ll bring dinner out, Marcy. It wouldn’t do to let your hard work get cold while you scold him.”

Grinning from ear to ear, Vegas’s Alpha retreated; as he pushed through a swinging door, I heard him whistle a merry tune.

“Well, Matthew?” Marcy demanded.

“They met right before the full moon,” Desmond said, his smile warm and affectionate. “She really is lovely, isn’t she?”

“However did you find her, Charles? Surely he wasn’t capable of discovering such a beauty on his own.”

I sucked in a breath, twisting to face my mate.

All he did was groan and flop onto the table, stretching his arms out in Wendy’s direction in a pleading bid for help. “Make them stop, Wendy. Please.”

Wendy arched a brow, huffed, and grinned at Marcy. “He did actually find her all on his own, although you will not approve of his methods—or my mate’s.”

“Strip club, if my ears did not deceive me,” Marcy murmured. “Hell, I was about to start hiring prostitutes.”

“Marcy!” my mate choked out.

“It’s true,” Rob announced, sweeping through the door with two large bowls of salad, which he set on the table. “I was considering letting her, too.”

“Rob!” Sanders covered his head with his arms. “Don’t make me get up and kick—”

When Marcy cleared her throat, my mate whimpered.

My mate didn’t surrender to anyone easily, not even to Desmond. Narrowing my eyes, I considered the woman seated beside me. Who was she to hold so much power over my mate? My wolf roused, and I was aware of her listening through my ears and watching through my eyes. Her lethargy remained, and I stifled a yawn as her weariness bled into me.

“Eat, Sara. Marcy will enjoy having someone who doesn’t view salad as an aberration sharing dinner with her for a change,” Desmond said, sliding one of the salad bowls to me. “Vegetarians”

“Nonsense, Charles. If I ate the same things you Fenerec do, I would have been in the grave years ago. I’m looking forward to a few more years of driving Rob crazy.” Marcy loaded her plate with salad from the other bowl. There was something sad about her smile, and I got the feeling she wanted to say something but decided against it.

It took Rob five trips to bring out the first wave of bowls and dishes. Three pastas accompanied by different sauces, and even at the buffet, I hadn’t seen quite so much meat in one place at a single time. Every time I reached for salad, Sanders slipped a piece of meat or scoop of pasta onto my plate.

“Will you stop that?” I demanded, slapping the back of his hand with my spoon. “I can feed myself.”

“I like feeding you,” he replied, and with an unrepentant grin, he deposited a meatball on my plate. “Let me tell you a secret, Sara.”

“What secret?” I asked suspiciously.

“Never upset an Italian woman. She will prepare a wonderful feast and make certain your least favorite foods are on the table—and expect you to eat your fair share, like it or not.”

I stared at the variety of food scattered across the table, wondering how anyone could possibly dislike any of it. “But it’s delicious. Everything is. How could anyone not like it?”

Marcy smiled. “Thank you, Sara. It’s just a little something I cooked up earlier.”

“Pasta,” my mate complained, poking at his plate with his fork. “This isn’t healthy.”

Wendy laughed. “There are plenty of meatballs, Sanders. Stop whining, it’s rude.”

“If you don’t eat your pasta, you don’t get any of the second course,” Marcy replied, stabbing a meatball and depositing it on my mate’s plate. “Stop feeding Sara your dinner.”

“I’m merely ensuring she eats a sufficient amount.” He returned the meatball to Marcy’s plate after stealing a bite of it. I smiled a bit at the careful way he phrased his reply, aware of his worry he’d force me to do something against my will while I was still drugged with wolfsbane.

I slapped his hand with my spoon again. “Sanders!” I grabbed the assaulted meatball with my fork and set it on my mate’s plate. “You touched it, so you have to eat it. I’m so sorry, Marcy. I have no idea what has gotten into him today. He’s never this rude!”

“He’s always this rude,” Rob informed me with a wink. “If he weren’t, I’d be really worried.”

“Sanders!” I faced my mate. “How could you?”

“You don’t understand,” he spluttered, holding his hands up in surrender. He opened his mouth to say something, and on an impulse, I spun pasta around my fork and shoved it in his mouth.

“Eat or choke,” I growled.

With a resigned sigh, my mate obeyed. “That’s cheating. Why would you—”

I fed him another forkful of pasta. “Isn’t it delicious? It’s delicious, isn’t it?”

“You’re ruthless,” my mate complained, capturing my wrist in his hand. He smiled at me, relieving me of my fork. “A ruthless cheater, that’s what you are.”

“You need to eat, too,” I replied. When I opened my mouth to sing my praises of salad, he forced a piece of meatball into my mouth.

My wolf approved, her hunger for meat strengthening.

“I was right,” Marcy declared, rising from her seat. “You are far better for him than that other woman.”

I blushed, torn between pleasure and horror over the casual way Marcy dismissed the woman Sanders had loved so much. Shaking his head, Sanders fed me another piece of meatball, probably to keep me quiet.

“Bring back some real food, bitch,” my mate called after Marcy.

I choked, and wheezing, I grabbed my glass of water. “Sanders!”

Rob headed into the other room, his eyes twinkling when he grinned. “I think I have to side with my mate on this one. I’ll see if Marcy has even a shred of sympathy for you, Sanders; don’t count on it, though. You know her.”

Wendy and Desmond stared at their plates, and judging from their scents, they were trying very hard to contain their mirth.

There was something I was missing, some little fact eluding me that would explain everything. Who was Marcy, and how did she bring out such a different side of my mate?

It was a side of him I wanted to see more of, playful and aggressive without malice. Fun.

When Marcy and Rob returned, they carried two huge pans of sliced meat. Sitting straighter, my mate watched them with wide eyes.

Judging from the way he swallowed to hide the fact he was drooling at the sight of the food, Marcy had taken mercy on him. I had no idea what type of meat it was, but it smelled incredible.

“Being the gracious hostess I am, I’ll even allow you to have some, Matthew,” Marcy announced. Smiling at my mate, the woman served me, leaving a heaping pile of food on my plate. “Don’t be shy, Sara. There are several more pans of this in the kitchen. If we run out, I’ll be very surprised.”

I freed my hand, snatched my fork, and found the meat so tender it broke apart when I stabbed it. My eyes widened; the meat was juicy, a little sweet, and a little savory. My wolf’s need for more overwhelmed me, and I lost the ability to focus on anything other than eating as much as my stomach could hold.
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If I ate another bite, I would surely explode, but the scraps of meat left in the pan tempted me into reaching for the serving fork. Laughing, my mate shook his head and watched me.

“You’re incredible,” he said.

Determined not to let a single bit of the pork go to waste, I emptied the pan, wondering how I’d make it all fit in my stomach. As always, my wolf was up for the challenge, and taking a deep breath, I went to work.

If the existence of my wolf hadn’t already dealt a lethal blow to my vegetarianism, the pork’s savory sweetness would have finished it off. “No, this is incredible,” I replied between bites.

“I can’t believe we ate it all,” Marcy muttered, drumming her fingers against the table. “I was certain I’d defeat you all. How is this even possible? There were six huge pans of roast, almost as much pasta, and I lost count of the number of loafs of bread you gluttons devoured.”

Desmond grinned. “I warned you Sara has quite the appetite, Marcy. It’s not her fault; she’ll settle down in a few months. Until then, I do not envy Sanders’s job of feeding her.”

Leaning forward so she could smile at my mate, Marcy replied, “It’ll be good for him, having to present himself like a proper man for a change.”

Spluttering, Sanders turned his head.

My wolf was amused at how Marcy cowed him. Determined to hold my own and establish the fact he was mine, I said, “I can assure you from personal experience he is most definitely a proper man.”

Marcy laughed. “Is that a statement on his hunting abilities, his general conduct, or his prowess in bed?”

“All of it. All of him,” I replied in as dignified a tone as I could. Laughing wouldn’t win me any favors with Sanders despite my urge to giggle.

“Try not to blush too much, Matthew. You’ll lose your place as supreme Alpha male,” Marcy said.

Snorting, Rob stood and grabbed the empty pans and stacked them together. “What about me, Marcy? You’re so cruel.”

“Until you wash the dishes, dear, you are not invited to contribute to this conversation.”

“You’re a terrible woman,” Rob complained on his way to the kitchen.

I giggled. “It’s obvious who the true Alpha at this table is. You’ve been outclassed, Sanders.”

“Oh, aren’t you just a little charmer?” Marcy patted my hand. “For that, you shall have as much dessert as you desire. I’m undecided if Matthew gets any.”

“What did I do?” My mate sulked, and the way he pouted intrigued my wolf.

She wanted him for dessert.

“You didn’t bring her to me the instant you found her,” Marcy scolded, picking up her spoon and reaching over to smack the back of Sanders’s hand. “Inexcusable.”

“Now, now, Marcy,” Desmond murmured, and while there was a chiding edge to his tone, it was softened by his smile. “I’m sure he was intending to. Sara wasn’t feeling well with all that’s been going on.”

“What has been going on? Rob has been pacing and muttering to himself for these past three weeks, and all he’ll tell me is that you have been causing trouble again, Matthew.”

I blushed, well aware I was the true cause of the trouble. Too ashamed to confess, I stared at my mate.

He smiled at me, lifting his hand to brush his fingertips across my cheek. Leaning in my direction, he whispered in my ear, “You’re worth every bit of the trouble.”

My mate kissed my cheek before straightening.

“Sara has had a rather bumpy introduction to being a Fenerec,” Desmond said. “Most of the trouble hasn’t been Sanders’s fault, I assure you. That said, he did punch my car today.”

“Your car? You mean that ancient Mercedes he likes so much?” Marcy sighed. “I don’t see what is so appealing about that car, Matthew. It’s a nice Mercedes, but it’s not that nice. Why did you punch Charles’s car?”

“He likes his little lady there more than he likes my car. When she got herself into trouble this morning, he decided to take out his stress on the door. I forgave him. She has absolutely terrible luck, and I likely would have done the same if she were mine.” Desmond sighed, smiling at me. “She’s his little hellcat. You’ll like this, Marcy. She’s the one who brought down Mary’s killer.”

Marcy sucked in a breath. “Truly?”

I squirmed and fidgeted under so much scrutiny from everyone at the table. Returning from the kitchen, Rob set down a towering pyramid of round, chocolate-covered pastries hidden beneath a web of caramelized sugar. “That’s what our pup told me,” he said, and with a grin, he liberated one of the puffs from the pyramid and set it in front of me. “For a job well done, Miss Sara. Please refrain from being kidnapped in the future. It’s bad for my digestion.”

“Kidnapped?” Marcy’s voice rose an octave. “Robert, you did not tell me she had been kidnapped.”

“Yes, by Mary’s killer. All we know is that he was working with a witch and they had captured a few unmated, rogue Fenerec. The flood last week was part of the mess.”

Grabbing a pastry, Marcy nibbled on it, her gaze fixed on her mate. Following the woman’s example, I picked up mine. At a loss of what to say, I once again turned to Sanders.

“And by her boss this morning,” my mate added. Taking two of the pastries, he left one on my plate and kept the other for himself. “My next move is to find out who wants my mate and why. Once I find them…”

The promise of violence in my mate’s tone sent shivers down my spine. The predator within him stared at me through his amber eyes. I held my breath.

“I heard there was an issue this morning, but Rob neglected to mention it was a kidnapping.” Marcy frowned. “You told me she had been poisoned with wolfsbane during the scuffle, not that someone had tried to steal her!”

“An oversight on my part,” Rob muttered. The way Vegas’s Alpha refused to meet his mate’s gaze roused my suspicion.

“An oversight, is it? Much like the one where no one thought I might be interested in knowing my brother had finally found a worthy woman?” Rising to her feet, she snatched another puff, taking a bite of it. The way she glared at her mate promised hell to pay. While she lacked a Fenerec’s edge, her growling unsettled my wolf, who wanted nothing more than to make a retreat.

Then what she had said hit me, and my mouth hung open. “Brother?”

Marcy turned on Sanders. “Yes, this scruffy scoundrel is my brother, and he will pay for his crimes.” Snatching a serving spoon from one of the pasta bowls, she hefted it up and took one step forward.

My mate ran for the living room with his sister in pursuit.

“That explains a lot. She isn’t going to kill him, is she?” I contemplated getting up and saving my mate.

Rob laughed. “I think he’ll live. Welcome to the family.”
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I learned two important things while Marcy chased Sanders so she could beat him with her spoon. First, the woman was absolutely vicious and easily the match of a Fenerec.

Second, my mate was a cunning beast, offering his sister the illusion of prowess and victory by purposefully gifting her with chances to catch him. My wolf enjoyed every moment of the hunt.

“Marcy’s younger than him by ten years,” Rob informed me from where he was stretched out on the couch. I sat on one of the two armchairs, watching Marcy pursue my mate in circles around the living room. “I made the mistake of going to Seattle to ask a favor when she was visiting him.”

“Mistake?” Marcy demanded, turning to her mate. Lifting her spoon up, she narrowed her eyes. “You want a turn with the spoon, don’t you?”

“Yes, please,” Rob replied, smiling at her.

“Jerk,” the woman muttered, and with a sigh and shake of her head, she resumed stalking my mate.

“What happened?” I demanded.

“She took one look at me, turned to her brother, and demanded he give me to her. Sanders thought it was hilarious and informed her if she could catch me, she could have me. I considered blaming him for the outcome, but she was armed with a knife and wasn’t afraid to use it. I had to take her to save Sanders’s life. You should be grateful, Sara. Because of me, he’s still alive today.”

Marcy threw the spoon at her mate’s head. With a faint smile, Rob snatched it out of the air to set it on the coffee table. “I count myself fortunate I have survived my mate’s tender mercies thus far.”

“I admit taking Sanders to see his sister did factor into why we came to Vegas,” Desmond said, grinning at me. “I figured if we couldn’t find a pretty lady to turn his head on the strip, Marcy could straighten him out and play matchmaker.”

“I so wanted to play matchmaker,” Marcy complained, stomping her foot. “I demand an entire accounting, Matthew. From the beginning.”

I stifled a yawn, and Sanders changed directions, grabbed the blanket draped over the couch, and spread it over me. “This might take a while. Why don’t you go get some sleep, Sara?”

Shaking my head, I tucked my feet under me and smiled up at him. “I’m okay.”

Sanders perched on the arm of my chair, sighed, and told them everything that had happened, leaving nothing out. When Rob and Marcy learned the circumstances of my becoming a Fenerec, both frowned. When Sanders worked his way to explaining the situation with the sorcerer, I growled at what Kent had wanted to do to my mate.

Sanders bumped his fist against the top of my head. “She’s got a bit of a temper,” he explained, softening his rebuke with a smile. “Settle down, my vicious little hellcat. This is a prey-free household. When you get too growly, you start sinking your teeth into me.”

“You’re entertaining prey. I don’t see how this is a problem,” I replied.

Marcy laughed. “When Charles told me I’d probably like your new mate, Matthew, I never anticipated how lovely she could possibly be. Well done. It’s about time.”

Sighing, my mate stared at his sister. “Mary was not as bad as you thought,” he replied, his body tense beside me. I freed my hand from the blanket and captured his wrist. I meant to tug gently, but my wolf had other plans. Before I was even aware of her interference, Sanders was sprawled on top of me, and my teeth were pressed to his throat.

My wolf growled.

“Sara, please don’t bite him too hard this time,” Desmond said.

“Hellcat,” my mate muttered, though he remained still. Satisfied he wasn’t going to fight back, my wolf relinquished control. The feel of him on top of me tempted me; I brushed my lips against his throat.

“Newly mated,” Desmond muttered. “I’m impressed they restrained themselves so long. Sara, Sanders, behave.”

I pouted. “But he’s so nice, Desmond. Don’t be mean. I just wanted a nibble.”

“You’d have a nibble, he’d completely lose his ability to concentrate on anything other than you, and then we’d never finish this discussion. We need to make plans. You two can play after we’ve decided what we’re doing and have reported to the Shadow Pope. Priorities.”

“I was merely expressing my relief you have found a good woman,” Marcy said, and for the first time since meeting her, she kept her gaze lowered to the floor. “Mary hated us.”

“Mary hated you?” I blurted, unable to imagine how anyone could hate Marcy or Rob. Rob had the same edge my mate and Desmond did, although there was something gentle and tame about him.

“My sister is a fire witch.” Careful to avoid my teeth, Sanders freed himself from my hold to retake his seat on the arm of my chair. “She has a really good feel for people. Her dislike for Mary was fairly instantaneous.”

“She cheated on you,” Marcy snarled, and the woman shook from her rage. “So many nights I tossed and turned, wishing I wasn’t a police commissioner’s wife and mate, just so I could go to Seattle and teach her a thing or two with my fists. You have no idea how many times I picked up the phone, called my son, and had to come up with some stupid story to hide the fact I wanted to send him out there to rearrange her guts.”

Shock froze me from the inside, and I gaped at my mate and his sister.

His Mary, the woman he had loved so much, had cheated on him? My wolf was so repulsed by the thought my stomach churned. I covered my mouth, swallowing convulsively. “No way.”

Marcy sighed. “If only. I would have forgiven her anything other than that. I can’t even blame my stupid brother for falling for her, either. When she decided to be, she was very nice—except utterly incapable of respecting her husband. I’m sorry. I should have kept my mouth shut.”

Sanders inhaled slow and deep, held his breath, and let it out in a long sigh. “It’s not like she was able to hide it from me, Marcy. I knew.”

“I know you knew; I told you,” Marcy snapped.

“I knew long before you told me.” Tapping the side of his nose, he stood, crossed the room, and bent down to kiss his sister on the forehead. “There’s no such thing as divorce among Fenerec, you know that. She wasn’t exactly smart or discreet about it. She didn’t even try to use perfumes to cover the scent of another man on her. I knew from the start.”

“And yet you loved her,” was his sister’s bitter reply.

“And yet I loved her.”

I sucked in a breath, staring at Desmond. Rage anyone so lucky to have Sanders would dare even think of cheating on him burned me from the inside. The heat of my fury rose, fanned by my wolf. “That’s why you weren’t going to let him mate with a Normal again. Not because Mary was a Normal, but because she had cheated on him? Is that it?”

Desmond’s eyebrows rose. “Could you cheat on him?”

A shudder ran through me, and I shook my head so hard my hair whipped against my face. “Why would I want to?”

“Mary’s side of the bond with Sanders was weak compared to his bond with her,” Desmond informed me in a cold tone. “It is not something I enjoy discussing.”

“It’s okay,” my mate said, flopping onto the couch beside his sister. “Marcy here is so influenced by Rob she’s almost more Fenerec than she is witch. She can’t comprehend the thought of wanting any male other than Rob. Don’t be mistaken, though. Mary liked me well enough. She wasn’t faithful, but we partnered well in all other things.”

“If she liked you, she wouldn’t have done that to you. I can’t believe you put up with that.” I growled, shocked and dismayed at the casual way he discussed his deceased mate—and how resigned he was to what she had done to him.

“I didn’t exactly have much of a choice,” my mate replied, and when he smiled, I could tell it was a forced, fake thing.

The amber in his eyes was as cold as stone and equally lifeless.

“Only death breaks a mating bond—or a determined sorcerer,” Desmond acknowledged. “But even a sorcerer can’t come between a true pairing, now can he?”

“Absolutely not. Their bond reforged the instant they touched each other—and a good thing, too,” Wendy muttered. “I am—”

“He did not break our bond,” I snarled, fury at the thought giving my words a sharper edge than I intended. “He tried. He failed. Sanders is mine.”

“No one is questioning your bond with him,” Desmond soothed. “If that sorcerer didn’t break it, he smothered it enough Sanders believed you were dead.”

“Okay, enough,” Rob growled, slapping his open hand onto the coffee table. I jumped at the sound. “Let’s not end the day with a brawl. It’s over and done with, and I see no need to smear Mary’s name in the mud more than necessary. What we need to do now is figure out how to put an end to this bullshit and catch the water witch who was partnered with the sorcerer.”

“And find out who is after Sara,” my mate added, crossing his arms over his chest.

Rob nodded. “That will be easier than locating the witch. We find out where and when they wanted her delivered, we show up with her, and we lure them out. It’s a common enough Inquisition operation. Go with the standard protocol; send Sara on her own to the airport near the meeting point and see if anyone shows up. Tag them, bag them, and done. If no one shows up at the airport, show up where they wanted her delivered and see who comes to claim her. Tag and bag. Once that’s cleaned up, we can focus on the water witch. We have the woman’s description, although it’ll likely do us little good if she decides to use a glamor. She will, if she’s smart.”

“I’m not sending Sara alone anywhere,” Sanders snarled.

“You’ll have to, Sanders. It’s one direct flight. Short of a plane crash, there’ll be no danger. Security at the airport here is tight to begin with, and there will be enough Inquisitors in New York to guarantee she’s safer than the President of the United States when he’s traveling. If you’re with her, you may drive off our target. If we put an obvious guard on her, we may drive off our target. Let us do our job, Sanders.”

I sighed at the anger in my mate’s eyes. “I’ll do it. If it means we can put an end to this mess, I’ll do it.”

Rob chuckled. “Good. I’ll take care of the details, then. Sanders, why don’t you take your lady to bed so she can get some rest. I’ll inform His Eminence you’re busy taking care of your mate to spare you the conversation.”

For a long moment, I thought Sanders was going to argue. He sighed, rose, and came to my chair. “I do not like this,” he stated, glaring at me.

I held up my arms, widened my eyes, and pouted.

He sighed again. “Okay. Rob, Marcy, I’m trusting you both with my mate. Don’t fuck this. Please don’t fuck this up.”

“We’ll make her as safe as we can,” my mate’s sister promised.


Chapter Fifteen
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In order for Rob’s plan to work, I had to fly solo to New York as the bait. Everyone else caught an earlier flight, a charter hired by the Inquisition, to make sure they beat me to Newark International Airport.

It turned out they could have driven to New York from Vegas and arrived first. Not long after my mate’s flight had taken off, mine was delayed and ultimately cancelled, leaving me stranded until the next morning. Instead of a non-stop to Newark as originally planned, I ended up with a flight to Chicago and a five hour layover.

Even nature hated me. Storms in Chicago grounded all flights, stranding me along with hundreds of others waiting for a rebooking. At the rate I was going, I wouldn’t end up in New York until next week.

To make matters worse, the charger for my cell phone was with my mate, along with the rest of my luggage, leaving me with only my purse for company. With all of the important numbers stored in my phone, I hadn’t bothered to memorize any of them, including my mate’s.

The only phone number I had was for the Inquisition’s operator, who could connect me to the Shadow Pope. I sighed, and in a fit of depression, ate my way across the airport before working up the nerve to call from a payphone.

I considered it a miracle the airport had any of the obsoleted devices left.

On the third ring, the operator answered, “How may I connect your call?”

At least what I had to say was written on the card with the number, so I dutifully replied, “Topside. I’m Sara Madison, Seattle’s Alpha female.”

I doubted I’d ever get used to referring to myself as an Alpha anything. I would have rather called myself Sanders’s mate. Titles, apparently, were important to the Inquisition.

“Connecting.”

“Good evening, Miss Madison,” the Shadow Pope answered. “What do you need?”

“This is ridiculous, but Sanders has my phone’s charger. It’s dead, I’m stuck in Chicago, and probably will be for the next two bleeping days, and I don’t know his number.” I swallowed, wincing at the whining tone of my voice.

The Shadow Pope laughed. “I will give you his number and see about making arrangements for you to get to New York without having to wait two bleeping days. Do you have something to write with?”

“I stole some pens and paper in Vegas,” I confessed, digging my purloined goods out of my purse.

He told my mate’s number, followed by Desmond’s number. “I was already aware of your flight woes and have been tracking your progress. Your mate is also aware of your situation, although I’m afraid his vocabulary currently consists of monosyllabic words, growls, and curses. You can buy a charger for your cell phone at Gates B and H within the airport. Find a charging station and give him a call. I will text your phone with your new booking information and other instructions. While you may be bored, do not leave the airport and remain within after-security locations. No wandering. Depending on how long it takes to get you booked into a new flight, I may assign a guard to you.”

I sighed. “Understood, sir. Thank you.”

“A pleasure, Sara. Do reassure Matthew that a delay at the airport is not actually the end of the world.”

The Shadow Pope hung up, and I returned the phone to its hook, sighed, and went off in search of a store selling chargers for my cell phones. I found one halfway across the airport. Muttering curses at the cost, I bought it, stomped my way to a charging station, sat down, and plugged my cell in.

It took less than a minute for my phone to ring, and the display informed me the caller was Desmond. I swiped my finger across the screen as I’d been shown, and careful of the cord, I answered, “Hello?”

“Ah, there you are. Finally figured out where to get a charger for your phone?” Desmond asked.

I flushed. “I had to call Topside,” I mumbled.

He laughed. “Inevitable, I’m certain. You’re all right?”

“I’m fine. Stuck in Chicago.”

“So we’ve heard. No problems? No weirdos following you around? Anyone hitting on you?”

In the background, I heard my mate growl. My wolf, pleased by his jealousy, urged me to tease him. “Oh, yes. Every other minute, there’s some handsome man who comes by. So many men, so little time,” I taunted.

“I’m going to assume that is payback for putting you on a commercial flight,” Desmond replied.

“Did he hear me?” I demanded.

“He’s whining, so I assume the answer is yes. We dosed him with a small amount of your favorite cocktail. I’m going to put you on the phone with Joe so I can keep an eye on your mate.”

I tensed, and my wolf struggled against my hold on her. While I also wanted to growl, an airport wasn’t an appropriate place. “Okay,” I grumbled.

Why Joseph disliked me so much was a mystery, but the feeling was mutual. My wolf wanted to be a part of our mate’s pack, but the instant we had joined it—both times—I was aware of their distrust and dislike of me as a cold, creeping sensation down my spine.

“Hello, Sara,” Joe said, his tone emotionless.

The sense of being loathed intensified. Determined to be polite to my mate’s Second, I replied, “Hello, Mr. Simons. Is Sanders okay?”

Joseph growled. “He would be, if it weren’t for you.”

In the background, Desmond cleared his throat.

There were so many things I wanted to say, ranging from snarling curses at him to begging for a reason he hated me so much. Instead of speaking a word, I hung up. My hands shook from my fury and dismay. It took me two tries to press the power button and turn off the wretched device.

I gripped it so hard the screen cracked and broke into countless pieces, its metal case warped. I wanted to hurl it across the terminal, but instead, I found a trash can and dumped the damned thing in it.

New York represented everything I hated in my life, but if I wanted to be with my mate, I had to go there. Before Sanders had stormed into my life, I had made my choices, and I had suffered through the consequences. Then he had showed up, watching me dance and making me want him. When my wolf had come along, she had wanted him, too.

He was everything I thought I wanted in a man. I could even live with his memory of Mary haunting me. We were two different people.

Both my wolf and I had believed pack meant friends and family. We were wrong. Our mate wanted us, but no one else in the pack did, and I didn’t know how to break free of the chains binding me to them. Maybe my wolf desired a pack, but I didn’t, not if it meant living with their dislike of me all the time.

Could I still be Sanders’s mate without having to be in his pack?

When I got to New York, I’d find out. If Seattle’s pack didn’t want me, maybe I could find one who did, for the sake of my lonely wolf.

[image: Image]

With my phone broken, it was up to me to make my way to New York. Armed with the cash I had earned from my tips and from my first night with my mate, I headed to the ticketing counters.

If I wanted to reach New York without waiting for two or three days, I needed to go to Fort Wayne. Buying a bus ticket, I ignored the Shadow Pope’s decree to remain within the security-cleared areas of the airport, went to the nearest cab station, and got a lift to the bus terminal.

Five hours after leaving Chicago, I arrived in Fort Wayne and caught another cab to the airport, hitting the ticket counter to purchase my fare before breezing through security to catch my flight to Charlotte, which would then route me to LaGuardia in New York.

I made it with five minutes to spare, and with a triumphant humph, I took my seat.

In five hours, I would be in New York. I would hunt down my mate’s hotel and demand to be released from the hell of being in his pack. My wolf despaired, but she didn’t fight me.

She could feel the chill of the pack’s regard, smothering what little I could sense from my mate. How long would we last until their hatred overwhelmed our bond and broke it? How long could I last without crumbling beneath the weight of their anger, frustration, and loathing?

If Seattle’s pack didn’t want me and my wolf, I’d find one that did.

I wondered if it would have been better for everyone if the boss had taken me to New York as he had planned and sold me off to the highest bidder. I clenched my hands into fists, staring out the window. Whoever had wanted me knew what I was. What I didn’t know was how he knew or why I mattered to him.

No matter what I decided, I couldn’t afford to hide behind Sanders and Desmond any longer. If I was going to survive in a world where the supernatural were real, I needed to stand on my own.

My wolf despaired at the idea of being alone, without other wolves wanting her to be a part of their pack. While her desire for Sanders lingered, the driving need for him crumbled under the constant pressure from the pack.

I would be my wolf’s pack, if need be.

For a moment, she was startled, and then the warmth of her affection washed through me. If Seattle’s wolves didn’t want us, we would survive, somehow.

The layover in Charlotte lasted all of ten minutes before I boarded for the final stretch of my trip. The flight was delayed while the plane waited to taxi, but twenty minutes after our original departure time, I was in the air.

I sighed my relief.

“You’d think they would have the hang of things by now,” my seat mate grumbled. She was easily old enough to be my grandmother if not my great-grandmother. I had no idea how she got knitting needles through security, but she worked with her yarn.

“No kidding,” I replied, watching her fingers move with enviable agility. Row by row, the blue and green yarn started to take the shape of a scarf featuring an intricately braided center. “That’s pretty cool.”

“Why thank you, dearie.”

I went back to watching the ground drop away as the plane gained elevation. When we rose above the clouds, I wrinkled my nose. A smart woman would have rejected the idea of going to New York. A wise woman would have learned more about what it meant to be pack before agreeing to join one. An independent woman would have said no when asked to join a second time, knowing nothing but dislike and hatred waited for her.

I’d find a way to make Sanders mine without dealing with his pack at all. If there was a way, I’d find it.

But first, I’d have to show them I was capable, independent, and able to play their stupid money games, mingling with the wealthy and the elite. My jeans and tank top wouldn’t do. The cute little sundresses Sanders so liked wouldn’t suffice.

Blonde and blue hair didn’t belong among the wealthy elite. The blue would be easy enough to get rid of. I could afford to lose a couple of inches cutting it out before dyeing the rest of my hair a more natural chestnut. A trip to a salon, a trip to a high-end clothing store, and I’d be armed with everything I needed to show everyone I remembered how New York worked.

“Where are you going, Missy?” my seat mate asked, looking up from her knitting.

In the time since we took off, the scarf had grown by several feet. I gaped at it, marveling at the weave of the braiding work. “New York. You?”

“The same. I’m visiting my daughter.”

“I hope you have a nice trip, ma’am.”

“Aren’t you just a polite young lady? What’s such a sweet thing like yourself doing traveling alone?”

“I have a meeting to go,” I replied, wrinkling my nose. “Hopefully, I’ll be headed home in a few days.”

I’d have to figure out where home was, but that was another bridge I’d cross when I got to it.

“You’ll be fine,” the old woman replied, returning to her knitting.

I would be, one way or another.

[image: Image]

It was early afternoon when I arrived in New York. I caught a cab and headed for Fifth Avenue.

The bounty for killing Kent left me with a bank account with more zeros than I knew what to do with. If I wanted to prove I knew the New York game, I’d spend a lot of it dressing for the occasion. Before I could hit the designer stores, I needed to fix my hair. It took several stops before I found a salon willing to make the blue and blond disappear in favor of a more appropriate shade.

When I told the stylist I was attending a business party and the blue had to go, he narrowed his eyes, running his fingers through my hair.

“What color is your dress?”

“Undecided,” I replied, shrugging. “I figured I’d dye first and buy second.”

“If you go with a really dark shade, you won’t have to strip your hair,” he replied, making thoughtful noises in his throat. “What’s your natural color?”

“Light brown.”

“Boring,” he declared, grabbing a magazine to flip through it. “Dark brown to black would work well with your skin tone, and you could work a red dress. It’ll be a nice contrast.”

The color he pointed out was black with a subtle hint of blue.

Black wasn’t a color I had ever done before. “Eyebrows, too,” I replied, nodding my approval. “Work your magic. Cut however you think looks best with the color.”

“Style?”

“My hair is your playground.”

If I didn’t like it, it’d grow back.

Two hours and several hundred dollars later, I escaped the stylist with black hair with glints of blue in it. He didn’t even cut much off while layering and styling it. Pleased with the cut, I planned the next stage of my transformation.

In order to hit the high-end boutiques, I needed to dress the part. Service mattered, and the last thing I needed was a sales person wanting to get rid of me because I wasn’t a classy enough broad for their establishment.

I found a mid-line boutique, bought the first dress with a designer label that fit me and didn’t look terrible, found matching shoes, and wore them out of the store, much to the amusement of the employees. My wolf didn’t understand what I was doing or why, but she recognized I was hunting, which intrigued her. Aware of her interest, I prowled along Fifth Avenue in search of the perfect boutique or department store for several evening dresses.

I settled on a large department store. If I ended up wearing the same dress as another woman, all I had to do was wear it better, wear it with more confidence, and accessorize better than she did.

A gentleman in a suit approached me with a smile fixed into place. “Can I help you, Miss?”

I glanced at his name tag. “Logan,” I murmured, offering a faint smile. “I require a dress. I’m looking for something expensive, in red. I will require shoes and a purse to go with it. I don’t want to dance around. Impress me.”

Logan examined me from head to toe. “Size two,” he declared.

“Oh, you’re good,” I replied, fluttering my lashes at him.

“I think I have the perfect dress, Miss. Please come with me.”

He took me to the third floor, guiding me through racks of dresses to a corner. While many department stores displayed the most elegant gowns, the one I had chosen focused on the latest winter fashions most women could afford.

The gown was a deep red, floor length, and came with a white fur shrug. Instead of the deep, plunging neckline I expected, it was designed to show a mere hint of cleavage.

I narrowed my eyes, touching it. “Silk?”

“Yes, Miss.”

“Let’s see if it fits, shall we?” I asked. “Which shoes do you recommend?”

Logan carefully removed the dress from the rack and wasted no time selecting a pair of heels and a purse. He guided me to a dressing room, and when he snapped his fingers, a young woman hurried to join us.

“The young lady will be trying on this dress,” he stated.

I got the feeling he thought I intended to steal it. Forcing a smile, I went to the dressing room and changed.

Maybe Logan didn’t approve of me, but he had a good eye for clothes. The dress Desmond had purchased had been beautiful, but the simplicity of the gown and the way its skirts flowed around my legs with my every movement, put it in a class all its own. I spun, giggling with delight at the way it flared.

When I stepped out of the dressing room to take advantage of the full-length mirror in the main area, Logan was waiting for me. His eyes widened and his mouth opened, but he didn’t say a word. His attention tempted me into taking the first few steps of a waltz and spinning to make certain I wouldn’t trip over the hem should the gala include dancing.

“It needs something,” I declared, coming to a halt to stare at the mirror.

“Jewelry,” he immediately suggested. “Please wait here. I think I know of just the piece, Miss.”

I fluttered my hand at him in dismissal.

When he returned, he carried a jewelry box containing a necklace and earrings. White metal gleamed at me, and I fought the urge to recoil. “White gold?” I asked, forcing my attention to the rest of the piece. A single large, red stone was surrounded by clusters of diamonds, which was held by a delicate chain.

“Platinum, Miss.”

I relaxed, smiling. “Excellent. I’m allergic to silver.”

Presenting my back to the salesman, I clasped my hands in front of me. The necklace hugged my neck, with the stone settling in the hollow of my throat.

The ruby matched the gown, while the diamonds and platinum added a sense of uniformity with the shrug. The tear-drop earrings added sparkle and contrasted with my hair.

“This will do nicely. I’ll take it,” I announced.

“Do you not wish to know the price?” Logan stammered.

“I do not. Work your magic one more time, Logan. I require a cocktail dress for this evening, and I’d like to wear it out of the store. I will need a necklace and earrings to match, as well as a bracelet if you can find one suitable. I have a date, and I wish to look my best.”
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I left the department store having done substantial damage to my bank account. Taunting my mate, I had my lingerie, picked to drive him wild when he saw me in them, delivered to his room. Borrowing the department store’s phone, I booked myself into the same hotel with instructions to leave the rest of my purchases in my room. In addition to two purses, I had also acquired two coats and two pairs of gloves matching my dresses.

Witnessing Sander’s expression alone would be worth the investment.

Tonight, he would be attending a party with Desmond, Wendy, Joseph, and another one of the pack’s bitches. When I showed up in my little black dress, sparkling with diamonds and sapphires, I would give them all a taste of who I had once been and would be again. If Joseph was going to hate me, I’d earn every bit of his loathing.

When the night was over, when I finished proving there was a prim and proper lady beneath my stripper exterior, I’d find a way out of the pack that didn’t want me while I kept my mate as mine and mine alone.

I wouldn’t accept no as an answer.

With my arrangements made, I made one final stop, purchasing a brand new cell phone. Pleased to discover it came out of the box with a strong charge, I found a discreet corner of the store to place a call.

“How may I direct your call?” the receptionist to Topside asked.

“Topside. It’s Sara Madison, the—”

“Connecting.”

I snorted. “Waiting for my call, were you?” I asked.

“This is not your normal number,” the Shadow Pope commented. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was a New York number.”

“Surprise. My phone had an accident.”

“An accident.”

“I underestimated my strength. It’s in a trash can somewhere.”

He sighed. “Where are you, Miss Madison? You’re obviously not in O’Hare, as one of my agents has been searching for you for the past six hours.”

“You already told me where I’m at. I’m calling from a New York number because I’m in New York.”

There was a long moment of silence, followed by a sigh. “How exactly did you make it to New York?”

“Magic.”

“Magic,” he echoed.

“I rebooked on my own and utilized the modern marvels of bus travel and flew out from a different airport.”

“You left O’Hare.”

“Damned fucking right I left O’Hare,” I snarled.

“Would you please call either Mr. Desmond or Mr. Sanders and reassure them you are still among the living?”

“No, I won’t. They can reassure themselves I’m still among the living when they show up at this stupid party this evening like they’re supposed to. You can ensure their attendance, can’t you?”

“You have your invitation?”

“I do, sir.”

“Very well. I will endeavor to make certain they’re in attendance. Could you at least explain what you think you’re doing?”

“Proving a point,” I grumbled. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course, especially if it explains why you’ve taken complete leave of your senses.”

If anyone would know what I needed to know, it was the Shadow Pope. Biting my lip, I considered whether or not I really wanted to know the answer. “Is it possible for me to leave this stupid pack without losing Sanders as my mate?”

The Shadow Pope choked and spluttered. “I’m sorry, you want to do what?”

“I want to leave this stupid, fucking obnoxious pack.”

“Packs are an integral part of Fenerec society, Miss Madison. Why do you want out of Seattle’s pack?”

I swallowed, fighting back the burn of tears in my eyes. “They hate me. All of them. I can feel it. It’s a cold thing writhing under my skin. They all want me gone.”

“I see.” There was a long moment of silence. “I take it this has something to do with you vanishing out of O’Hare?”

There was no point in denying the truth. “Yes, sir,” I whispered.

“Let me tell you something about Fenerec, Miss Madison. Perhaps it will comfort you, at least a little.”

“What?”

“I’m afraid you’re stuck with Matthew Sanders as much as he is stuck with you. Mating bonds are rather permanent. In that regard, you will have nothing to worry about, no matter which pack you’re in. That said, packs do not typically accept only one part of a mated pair. Considering your situation, I have no problem authorizing you as a lone wolf under your mate’s direct guardianship. If you end up without a pack, you will be a sanctioned rogue.”

I drew in a deep breath and let it out in a relieved sigh. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“Fenerec belong in packs. They find comfort, stability, and family in packs. Should you require one, I will authorize Mr. Desmond to bring you into his as a temporary fix while I figure out a suitable resolution to this situation. Alternatively, I will transfer you to Yellowknife’s pack, as your mate and Yellowknife’s Alpha are on amicable terms. How long has this been an issue?”

“All along,” I admitted.

“I see. I’ll deal with it, Miss Madison. I expect you to show up to the party this evening. Do not test my authority again. I’m allowing it due to your circumstances. Do not force me to take action. You will not enjoy the consequences, and I do not think you want to put your mate through such a thing.”

“I’ll be there,” I promised.

“What happened to the phone you were given?”

“I was angry. I broke it turning it off.”

“Broke it how?”

I flushed. “I crunched it.”

“You crunched it.”

“In my hand. The screen shattered and the case caved in, so I threw it away.”

“You know what? I’m just not going to ask, Miss Madison. What sort of phone are you using?”

“I bought one in New York. A cell. It’s kind of like the other one, except this one isn’t quite as stupid.”

“You really are a little savage when it comes to technology, aren’t you?”

“Bite me,” I grumbled.

“I’ve seen your picture, Miss Madison. I value my life, so I will simply leave all biting of your person to your mate.”

I laughed and hung up on him.


Chapter Sixteen
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My wolf hungered, but in my effort to make it to the hotel and get checked-in on the sly, I didn’t have enough time for dinner. I guzzled water to hold the worst of my hunger pangs at bay before calling for a limousine.

When I did arrive at the party, it would be in style. The trick would be getting out of the hotel without my mate knowing I was there, if my scent in the lobby hadn’t already tipped him off. Putting on my coat, I flipped the collar up and headed downstairs to wait for my limousine.

It arrived within minutes of me reaching the lobby. The driver held the door open for me, and I slid inside, pleased at having made my escape. After confirming the address with the driver, I settled in for the ride, staring out the tinted window at the city I had left behind years ago.

It hadn’t changed. It was as noisy and full of bustle as I remembered, the streets crowded with honking cars and New Yorkers in a hurry to get where they going. Vegas bustled, but not in the same way.

The drive to the Hamptons took two hours, putting me on the unfashionable side of late, although, to my relief, I wasn’t the last of the guests to arrive. A man dressed in a suit hurried to open the car door for me. Careful to show as much leg as possible without crossing the lines of decency, I slid out of the limousine, accepting his help as was proper.

“Your invitation, Miss?”

I revealed it with a flourish and offered it to him.

After checking it over, he handed it back to me. “They will take your coat inside. Please enjoy the party, Miss Madison.”

I thanked him with a slight nod, lifted my chin, and headed up the walkway to the staircase leading up to the mansion’s double doors. Whoever owned the place had more money than they knew what to do with, I decided while I pretended to admire the gold leafing decorating the entry.

A pair of ushers waited inside. One took my coat while the other confirmed my invitation, made a note on his sheets behind his black podium, and gestured me to go down the hallway. At least they weren’t announcing everyone as they arrived, a contrite little ritual I hated almost as much as the fact I was back in New York in the first place.

Those were the sort of parties my parents loved attending. The few times I had gone, it had been for one purpose. Like the boss, they had wanted to sell me off to the son of the richest bidder, securing more wealth for themselves. Maybe they had been right about Rory all along, but at least Rory had been my bad mistake, not one of theirs.

Following the few people who had arrived before me, I kept my steps small and graceful, my chin lifted so I could look down my nose at the other women, most of whom were shorter than me by at least a couple of inches.

The hallway opened up into a grand ballroom. To access the floor, I had to walk down a flight of curved steps. I recognized the arrangement for what it was: a way for all of the guests to see who was coming and going in the most public fashion possible.

It gave me a chance to scan the crowd, which consisted of at least a hundred people mingling together. If my mate was in the room, I didn’t spot him among the suited gentlemen loitering in the ballroom. When he made his appearance—if he made his appearance—I’d make him look at me and only me.

I made it all of two strides before the first of the bachelors descended on me. So far as the New York elite went, the brown-haired young man wasn’t bad looking, though he carried himself with the snooty, chin-raised manner of someone well-used to getting what—and who—he wanted.

“I wasn’t aware Cinderella wore a black dress to her ball,” he murmured, dipping into a bow. As etiquette demanded, I held out my hand, which he gently kissed. “You’re positively enchanting, Miss…?”

“Sara,” I replied, careful to keep my smile small and dignified. “I’m afraid I misplaced my glass slippers earlier this evening. I simply can’t wear that sort of dress without my glass slippers.”

“Of course not,” he replied, tucking my hand into the crook of his arm. “I am Edward, Miss Sara. Please, join me for a drink.”

I drew in a deep breath, and my wolf went to work, sniffing out any signs Edward wasn’t as he appeared. All she could detect was a faint hint of his arousal, which repulsed her. “While I’ll join you, I’ll pass on the drink, but thank you. It’s a little early in the night for me.”

“Waiting for the clock to hit midnight so you can find your charming prince?”

“Perhaps.”

“Had I known such a beautiful lady was attending tonight, I would have dressed more for the occasion,” he said, leading me across the ballroom to a bar taking up one of the far corners. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you into some champagne?”

“No, but thank you.”

The bar had stools enough for thirty, most of which were unoccupied. Edward picked a pair, pulling one out for me before sitting. There was a trick to climbing onto a stool in a short dress without flashing my lingerie at everyone, and I pulled it off with the grace and dignity of a woman born into high society.

Edward’s disappointment marred his expression, although he recovered with respectable speed.

I regretted my lack of glass slippers. If I had them, I knew exactly where I’d shove them. Despite my refusal, he ordered two flutes of champagne, sliding one to me.

“It wouldn’t be much of a party without at least one drink, Miss Sara.”

I spun my finger around the rim of the flute and made the crystal sing. “So I see.”

“What is such a gorgeous woman doing a party like this on her own?”

If he wanted to play the flirting game, I’d play—and leave him the eternal loser. “Perhaps I’m waiting for my prince charming to show himself at midnight.”

“Perhaps you’ve already found him.”

I wanted to brace my elbows on the bar, but to maintain my role as a lady, I settled for lightly resting my wrists on the polished surface, toying with my flute of champagne. “What brings you here tonight, Edward?”

“What brings any of us out to one of these parties? Perhaps I need a Cinderella to share my empire with.”

“And what sort of empire do you have?” I replied, fighting my urge to throw my champagne in Edward’s face.

“Guess,” he murmured, sipping from his glass.

 “You were born into a wealthy family,” I stated, pushing my champagne away from me and straightened my back as I swiveled to face him. I met his gaze before looking him over head to toe. “You’re well spoken, which tells me you’ve been to the type of school only the truly affluent can afford. A private boarding school, and judging from the slight bit of accent, somewhere abroad. Your first choice of drink is champagne, so you’re from old money, a true blue blood in every sense of the word.”

I smiled at his startled expression. “You’re likely the eldest son of a businessman, who was the eldest son of a businessman, passing on knowledge, experience, and a true empire from generation to generation.”

“You’re even more enchanting than I initially believed. How astute, Miss Sara. What else have you deduced? You’re correct thus far. I’m impressed.”

“You hate champagne because it’s too sweet, but you don’t dare ask for the scotch you prefer,” I commented, sliding off the stool, once again careful of my short little cocktail dress. “Cinderella prefers men who take their drinks straight up and listen when she says no.”

I turned to leave and came nose to nose with my mate. I sucked in a breath, my eyes widening as he seized my hand and brought it up to his lips.

“I heard a rumor the world’s most beautiful woman was in attendance tonight, but I hadn’t thought it was true,” he murmured, his eyes blazing amber. “Then to discover she’s Cinderella as well? What good fortune.”

My mouth went dry as I gaped at Sanders, unable to string two thoughts together to form a coherent sentence. With a gentle touch, he placed one hand against the small of my back and pulled me closer to him, the corners of his mouth twitching up into a smile.

“Is he bothering you, Cinderella?” my mate asked, his gaze turning to Edward.

Instead of running, Edward straightened, his eyes narrowing. “I? You believe I would bother her? You, sir, are the bother. Do you know to whom you speak?”

“I know who you are, Mr. Salind. I spoke with your father not five minutes ago in one of the salons. He requests your presence as soon as you’ve finished flirting. You missed some rather important business negotiations, although you might be able to make yourself useful if you can be bothered to attend to your responsibilities.”

When Edward made his escape, muttering curses under his breath, my mate grumbled, “Babbling idiot.”

“Sanders,” I whispered, brushing my fingers across his clean-shaven cheek.

Turning his attention back to me, he kissed my palm. “When the gossiping hens were clucking over the beauty in attendance, I, of course, had to see who could possibly be more beautiful than my Sara.”

I lowered my gaze to my mate’s suit, admiring the way it clung to his body, hinting at his lean muscles. With him touching me, the smothering pressure of the pack faded until only a faint but tolerable chill remained.

“There’s probably at least a hundred people staring at us right now,” he said, his tone light with his amusement. “You, by far the loveliest creature ever to grace this planet, are standing so docile and demure in the arms of a man they likely consider an uncouth lout.”

“Bullshit.”

Tilting my chin up, he pressed his lips to mine, and unable to resist him, I stepped close, delighting in the feel of him against me. When he pulled away, he left me as breathless as always. “Now they know you’re mine, woman.” He paused and sighed. “I didn’t think you were going to show.”

I huffed. “I forgot how long of a drive it was to the Hamptons,” I confessed.

“The strangest thing happened earlier today. I received an interesting package, which smelled remarkably like you.”

“Do you like them?” I asked, grinning at him.

“I’ll like them a lot better when you’re wearing them,” he growled at me.

“Tomorrow,” I promised.

“You’re an evil temptress, woman.” His eyes brightened to a burning yellow. “So, where did you come from that it took you so long to arrive?”

“Oh, some little hotel somewhere near Fifth Avenue,” I murmured.

My mate’s expression went blank. “You were at the Plaza. You were right under my nose the entire time?”

I pulled my hand free to tap my lips with the tip of my finger. “Only long enough to make certain my gown for tomorrow had arrived safe and sound and to freshen up my hair and makeup. I arrived in New York in the early afternoon and spent every minute preparing. I had to go to the salon to fix my hair—blonde and blue simply wouldn’t do, oh no, not to an event like this. Then I had to buy a dress. Ah, Logan was so good to me. He picked this dress. Do you like it?”

Pulling free of Sanders’s arms, I spun for him. The way he stared at me, his desire strong in his scent, pleased me and my wolf.

“I more than like it,” he replied, his voice rough with his lust.

“Good. If you want to see what I’m wearing underneath it, you’ll just have to wait.”

“You really are an evil temptress.” My mate drew a deep breath and sighed. “For you, I will wait. I won’t like it, but I’ll wait.”

“I heard somewhere that patience is well rewarded.” With two dancing steps, I slid my way back into his arms, closing my eyes and resting my cheek against his shoulder. “Hey, Sanders?”

He held me close, kissing the top of my head. “What?”

“If I faint, will you catch me?”

He stiffened. “Why are you asking me that?”

My stomach, in a show of solidarity with my wolf, gurgled its complaints of my poor treatment of it. “What sort of party doesn’t have anything to eat?” I whined. “I didn’t have time for dinner. Or lunch. Or breakfast.”

“You haven’t eaten all day?” he demanded.

“I was busy, and I don’t like eating on planes, and both flights were short hauls, and once I was in New York, there just wasn’t time.” I leaned against him, wrapping my arms around his neck. “It’s entirely possible I’ll be so weak by the end of this party you’ll have to hand feed me each and every morsel. You can be my slave, like in the Roman Empire, dropping grapes and other tidbits of delicious food into my mouth at my demand.”

Laughing, he hugged me close. “You’re so naughty. You just want me to feed you.”

“Maybe.”

“I will make certain you’re fed tonight, don’t worry. Now, come along. I’m not the only one who has been worried sick about you.”
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When Sanders herded me into a salon connected to the ballroom, all conversation ceased. Seated at a cluster of couches were Desmond, Wendy, Dustin, Holly, a man—Joseph—who I only knew from Sanders’s pictures, and a pretty, blonde-haired woman I didn’t know. Joseph’s eyes narrowed.

Despite my mate’s proximity, the pack’s hatred bled through the magic binding us together, clawing at my spine with frigid claws. The joy of seeing my mate broke under the force of their scrutiny and disgust. What little happiness I had found with Sanders burned away to greasy ash, which clung to me so I couldn’t forget what could have been, if I had been good enough to please the rest of Seattle’s wolves.

If there had been any other guests with them, they were nowhere to be seen. My mate closed the door behind us. “Now that we’re all here, we can get to the real work,” he said, resting his hand on my back.

I clenched my hands into fists. “I have something to say first.”

“Sara?” he asked, his scent sharpening with surprise and worry.

“I want out of the pack.” The declaration came out far easier than I imagined possible. “I refuse to be a part of it, not for another minute.”

My mate’s astonishment partnered with his dismay, and my wolf detected a hint of fury beneath his turbulent emotions. Joseph froze, gawking at me.

The woman on the couch frowned.

Desmond’s eyes narrowed, and he rose to his feet, while his mate sucked in a breath.

“What’s going on, Sara? What brought this on?” Sanders demanded.

I pointed at Joseph, and while I didn’t know the woman, my wolf recognized her, so I shifted my finger to her. My tears blurred my vision. “You told me packs were family. You told me Fenerec needed to be with each other. You told me I’d have a home, you fucking piece of shit liar. All of them hate me; they have ever since the beginning. If this is what pack is, I don’t want it, not with you, not with anyone.”

After a long moment of silence, my mate left my side, sitting beside Joseph. “If that’s what you really want, fine. If you want out the pack that badly, then get out.”

It hurt, finally knowing where he stood, although I didn’t expect anything else. I was the intruder, the invader, and the source of all of his problems.

Without my mate near, the full force of the pack’s loathing and hatred washed through me, crushing me under the pressure of so many who wanted me gone. I trembled, flexing my hands. With my words of rejection, Sanders joined them.

“I don’t want a pack, not yours, not anyone’s. Don’t worry; you’ll make them all happy that you got rid of me.”

All packs brought were misery. The only person my wolf needed was me. She would learn to live without anyone else.

My mate’s fury spiked, and then the sense of Seattle’s wolves vanished, leaving numbness in their wake. “Fine,” he snarled. “Maybe that will make you happy.”

All I was left with was my mate’s anger, which burned me from the inside, and the stabbing sense of betrayal and pain I had caused him with my request. I clenched my teeth, swallowed, and without another word, jerked open the salon door and slammed it behind me.

I swept through the ballroom, feeling the Normals staring at me as I headed up the stairs and made my way to the foyer, faintly aware of someone stalking behind me. I should have grabbed my coat, but I left it, ignoring the startled queries of the ushers.

The lure of the Hamptons was the sea, and I could taste the salty tang in the air as soon as I was outside. The early winter air chilled my lungs. The driveway was fringed with trees, and through their trunks, I could see white beaches dipping into the water. I slipped through the trees, and allowing my rage to spike, I kicked off my heels, not caring where they landed. The necklace, bracelet, and earrings joined my shoes, their gemstones and platinum settings glinting in the moonlight before disappearing into the grasses fringing the beach.

While it was tempting to hurl my purse into the ocean, I dropped it where the grass met the sands.

It wasn’t worth the effort.

The wet sand squished between my toes, and snarling my fury, I kicked at the surf, sending water spraying everywhere. While there was no ice on the sea, its bitter cold bit at my skin. I waded in to my knees, taking my frustration out on the whitecaps. Within moments, my dress was soaked through and clung to me.

It would have been better for everyone if I had drowned along with the other Fenerec. With Desmond to help him, Sanders would have found someone else—someone better than a useless stripper who couldn’t afford to go to school like a normal woman.

Maybe his pack was right to hate me. Sanders deserved to find someone who actually wanted to be his kind, someone who fit with him and all of his wolves. My tears blinded me, and I waded deeper, until my hands drifted in the ocean’s steady, rhythmic flow.

With even my mate loathing me, every reason I had to fight slipped through my fingers.

To him, his pack was everything, and by rejecting those who hated me, I had rejected him. He had been right to sit with his Second, to be with those who had come long before me.

Maybe the Shadow Pope had been right. Maybe Fenerec belonged in family groups, but I didn’t feel like one of them. They had decided to become a blend of wolf and human. I was a freak compared to them. I wasn’t a part of their family.

I was the runaway, the orphan, the one who never belonged on the inside, the one who hadn’t been invited over, instead sneaking my way into their ranks. Was that why the other Fenerec hated me so much? Was it because I hadn’t become one of them in the same way?

The winter-chilled ocean numbed me, and when it was too deep to wade, I flipped over and floated on my back to stare up at the sky, stroking my arms back and forth to remain at the water’s surface while the waves flowed around me.

The moon, not quite full, hid behind the ruined tatters of clouds, its light weak. Every now and then, patches of stars shone through.

Leaving the pack should have freed me, but the memory of their hatred remained, so deep within me not even the sea could freeze it and erase the pain. I couldn’t blame my wolf for saving me. That was part of who she was.

She wanted to make everyone happy, and our failure to find acceptance in the pack hurt her as much as it did me. She wanted to belong.

So did I, but we didn’t. If we couldn’t find comfort and acceptance with our mate, we had no chance with other Fenerec. All we wanted was to feel wanted by the family we had been promised.

Why did the simplest wishes in life have to be the hardest to obtain? I had fled New York to make my way in the world, but the education I wanted slipped away like the sea through my fingers, flowing up on the beach to disappear. The career I desired was as far out of reach as the moon hiding behind the broken clouds.

The man I wanted, needed, and loved deserved someone better, someone who could fit with his pack as well as she fit with him. That person wasn’t me, and his pack knew it. In that, they were right. But without him, I had no one.

I had killed my best friend. I had killed Rory. When I had chosen Rory at seventeen, my parents had made it clear they never wanted me back. My father had driven me away with his fist and scarred me for my defiance. Then, just like they had warned me he would, Rory had betrayed me.

There was no one left for me and my wolf.

I closed my eyes and drifted, but even the ocean was reluctant to take me. When it finally did, I found no warmth in its embrace.


Chapter Seventeen
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Someone pounded on my chest and forced the water out of my lungs. Both my wolf and I despaired as we were robbed of the peace, quiet, and tranquility of death. All I knew was that I didn’t want to breathe, so I didn’t.

It was easier than I thought it would be, as though my body was as tired as the rest of me, incapable of making the effort. Even the ocean had rejected me.

A scalding mouth covered mine, forcing air down my throat and into my lungs.

Five unwanted breaths later, my body remembered what it was supposed to do, and no matter how hard I fought against it, I breathed. I choked on water, and hands rolled me over, clapping my back to force the rest out.

“Come on, damn you. Keep breathing,” Sanders pleaded, and when I no longer coughed, he rested me on my back. Wet hair tickled my cheek and fingers pressed to my throat. “Don’t you leave me, not like this, damn it.”

“She have a pulse yet?” Without the gruff edge or taunting phrases, it took me a long moment to recognize Dustin’s voice.

“Her heart’s beating, barely,” my mate whispered.

“My turn,” the witch stated. “That water’s barely above freezing, and God only knows how long she was in it.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Keep her head still, watch her breathing, and keep checking her pulse. If she stops breathing again, resume CPR. If she vomits, don’t let her choke. Otherwise, keep still, keep quiet, and let me work. And for fuck’s sake, if those useless mutts in your pack come over here again, I’m killing them. I’ll rip out every bit of water from their body and turn them into raisins.”

“That’s a bit harsh,” Holly stated.

“It’s not nearly as harsh as they deserve,” Dustin growled out. “You’re not the one with the front row seat. I pulled her out of the water, remember? Let me ask you this, Little Miss Cop. Is it a suicide or is it a murder if the victim was tortured before she decided to go for a swim?”

“I didn’t torture her,” my mate snarled, his anger searing through me. “I’d never—”

“I wasn’t talking about you, Stud Muffin. Fuck, the only time the pretty little princess was actually happy was when you held her, thus buffering her from the vitriol your so-called pack was whipping at her every other fucking minute.”

My mate’s hand tensed against my throat. “What are you talking about?”

“Typical. So blinded by the pretty skirt you couldn’t see what was going on right under your nose, huh? Couldn’t tell they’d been feeding her their bullshit because they were jealous of the new bitch on the block, could you? If that doesn’t clue you in on what’s going on in her head, I’ll explain it after I get her body temperature back up somewhere above freezing. Now shut up and let me work, though honestly, it’d probably be a hell of a lot more merciful if I let the poor thing die. She doesn’t want to live, and unless that changes, we’re just drawing out the inevitable.”
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My wolf was in control, and she tethered me to her with a determination I hadn’t experienced since she had forced me to survive Rory and Isabella’s attack. With every breath she growled, and while I drifted in a semi-conscious haze, I was aware of people nearby—people I didn’t want close to me.

She sheltered me, hiding me from those I never wanted to face again.

When they dared to approach too close, my wolf bristled and warned them off with bared teeth and hoarse snarls. When they stayed away, my wolf coughed, and the pain in her throat woke my awareness of the rest of my wolf’s aches.

She shuddered from the cold, her fur drenched with seawater. The surf swirled around her paws. Something in the ocean frightened her, warning her from going any deeper, but those on the shore blocked her from running as she wanted, leaving her forced to stand where the land and the sea met.

“This is obviously not working,” Desmond stated, his voice weary. “If we don’t get her out of that water, she really will die.”

“She won’t,” Dustin replied. “Not for a while, at least. I’m moderating her temperature. Small as she is, I could probably do it all night long if needed. Gentlest damned wild wolf I’ve ever seen, though. Why can’t all you flea-ridden mongrels be so nice after you’ve snapped? Hasn’t killed anyone, and unless I’m wrong, all she wants is for everyone to back off and leave her alone. I’d say send her Stud Muffin out to get her, but he’d sneeze and break her in half, tiny thing that she is. I’ve seen more threatening Chihuahuas.”

“With how you keep running your mouth, I can’t tell if you have a death wish or if you’re damned confident,” Desmond muttered. “I’d send him out to get her, except you ordered him to back off.”

“You won’t kill me, and we both know it. You don’t want to fight Mom or Dad. Anyway, I was hoping she’d go rabid and chew off that Second’s face. Hey, pretty little princess, you can if you want. Holly’ll put her gun away, and we’ll all look the other way. Bite his face right off. There’s lots of blood and good protein in faces, I’m sure of it. I’ll even hold him down for you,” the water witch crooned, kneeling within arm’s reach of me. “I’ll come up with a clever little story to tell the uppers. We’ll give him a pair of concrete shoes and dump him in the drink to get rid of the evidence. It’ll be fun.”

My wolf cocked an ear forward, and with deliberate care, she licked her chops, intrigued by the idea of sinking her teeth into the ones who had hurt us.

“Please don’t give her ideas, Dusty,” Holly begged.

“Why not? Would do the bitch some good getting back some of her own. She’s scrawny and needs to eat more, too. Let her prove her worth a bit. We’ll give the mutts a handicap and let them get a good taste of what it’s like to beat up on someone entirely incapable of self-defense. Look at all the fucking fuss that limp dick in there made about his precious little submissive bitch. She ain’t even his mate. Compared to the pretty little princess freezing her furry ass off in the ocean, she’s as submissive as a rabid wolverine. Maybe I should lock them all down, and let the bitches duke it out. If that skank in there is half as submissive as they say, letting our little lady here rip some holes in her hide’ll send a message to the entire pack. Oh, I know. I could leech into their pack bonds and give them a taste of what they’ve caused. Come on, we could watch the entire Seattle pack implode. It would only take a few minutes.”

Crouching beside the witch, Desmond shook his head and sighed. “You’re quite the colorful witch.”

“Admit it; you like the idea.”

“I’ll like it a lot better when she’s out of the water.”

“Bah, she’s perfectly safe right where she is. She’s not going anywhere.”

“There is an entire ocean she could go swimming in, Dustin.”

“Sure there is, but I asked a few friends to keep an eye on her from under the waves. They scare her more than you do, I’m sure.”

Desmond’s eyes narrowed, and the annoyance in his scent strengthened. “What’s in the water?”

“Oh, just a great white shark and a couple of her friends. The pretty little princess wouldn’t make much of a snack for them, so they’ll just nudge her back to shore. I told them they could eat the other wolves, unless it was Stud Muffin. I figured if we were going through the trouble of keeping her alive, it was in our best interest to keep Stud Muffin off the allowed list of furry delicacies.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“Me? Joke about something like that?” With a snort, Dustin knelt into the water, slapping his hand at the surf.

A shark erupted out of the waves beside me, belly flopping in the surf, its tail lashing. It turned its head to me and opened its mouth. My wolf got one good look into its maw, which was larger than her by a notable margin, and was so frightened she lost control, leaving me to face the shark on my own.

Dustin grabbed hold of me by the scruff and deposited me on the shark’s back. “Your very own tiger shark. Let those big bad wolves try to snap their teeth at you now.”

I trembled, panting as I gawked at the shark underneath my paws. It was easily fifteen feet long, maybe larger, and slapped at the water with its tail while the waves flowed around it. Whining, I turned in a circle, and in the moonlight peeking through the clouds, I counted at least ten more dorsal fins cutting through the water nearby.

“So, here we are, pretty little princess. You can come play with me, and I’ll take good care of you, or you can stay with your new shark friend. She’ll keep those other pests away from you until you’re ready to come out of the water. Just don’t forget her other friends. They get bored and like to play.”

I tested my footing on the shark’s slippery hide, lost my balance, and tumbled into the ocean. Dustin plucked me out by my scruff, pausing long enough to give his shark friend a couple of strokes before heading for shore.

The shark slipped back into the water and disappeared beneath the waves.

“I think her little wolf’s afraid of sharks,” Dustin teased, cradling me in the crook of his arm. “There you go. See? I’m certainly not going to hurt you. Stud Muffin’s too much work to fight, no matter how much fun it is to yank his tail.”

With my wolf so terrified, I couldn’t relinquish control to her even though I didn’t want it. To ease her fear, I kept a careful watch on the water. One by one, the dorsal fins disappeared beneath the surface, although I had no doubts they lurked nearby, waiting for an easy meal.

“How is she?” Desmond demanded.

“Take alive for the victory it is, Mr. Desmond. If you want a miracle, go ask a priest.”

“I’d like something a little more concrete than that, please.”

“Forcing her to change helped with the hypothermia. Stud Muffin being able to find her so fast made the most difference. Maybe he’s blind, but he damn sure does have a strong fix on her. I’ve never seen anyone move so fast in my life.”

“You moved pretty fast yourself,” Holly commented.

“Did you really want to get into a fight with Stud Muffin? I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

“I am,” Desmond promised. “What else?”

“Well, her wolf’s too frightened of the sharks to come out and play, so the pretty little princess is in control, though I can’t say for how long. Neither one of them are exactly firing on all cylinders. Ugh, she’s shedding wet fur all over me. I can probably work with her if needed, but you’ll want to give her a chance to sort her shit out. The real problem is getting her into a pack. Maybe you could try to subjugate her, sir, but if my guess is right, she’s so afraid of what she’s been taught packs are that I doubt you’d get it to stick for long.”

“She wouldn’t exactly have much of a choice,” Desmond replied.

“I might like running my mouth, but I’m not stupid. A smart broad like her is capable of figuring out the trick of busting out of pack bonds. She’s been through it, what, twice this month? Was she in a pack when she was first made? If so, three times. This time she wanted out, and I’d bet her wolf was paying attention so no one could hurt her like that again.”

Snarling with every breath, Desmond focused on me. When I whined and flinched away, his attention turned to Dustin. “Fenerec belong in packs.”

“You heard her, sir. She called Stud Muffin—her mate—a ‘fucking piece of shit liar’ because he promised her a home with his pack. I’ve been around Fenerec all of my life, sir. When an Alpha gives that sort of promise, he means it. Need I remind you this is the same bitch who was so desperate to get back to her mate she attacked a sorcerer with her feet and won? Take a good look at her and stop seeing whatever the fuck delusions you want to see. I prefer fact, not fantasy.”

Holly sighed. “I’d apologize for him, but he’s right, sir.”

“I need to know what I’m working with.”

“All right, if you want to know what you’re working with, maybe I’ll give you a taste. You be damned gentle with her, sir, or I’ll feed you to my sharks and to hell with the Inquisition.”

“You’ll have no reason to feed me to your sharks, I assure you. Let’s make a bet.”

“What bet?” the witch demanded.

“Hand me Sara so I can have a heart to heart with her for a few minutes. When I’m done, she’ll either be with Wendy and me, or I’ll be calling Richard to come see what he can do. Maybe she’ll even be willing to give her mate’s pack one last try. Once I’m done talking to her, should she refuse, you can, as you suggest, give me a taste—if you feel it is necessary.”

“And if you win?”

“You’ll owe me one favor, which I can call in when needed. It’s always good to have a strong witch owing me a favor.”

“And if I win?”

“What do you want?”

“Negotiate a pay raise for me, Holly, and her mate.”

“I can promise to make a concerted effort to ensure such an arrangement.”

“Deal.”

I turned my ears back, but when Dustin handed me over to Desmond, I submitted, cringing from shame and worry. Instead of growling or snarling, he held me close to his chest, resting his chin on my back “All right. I’m going to take her just over there. Some things don’t need an audience.”

“My sharks are game for out of water hunting,” Dustin called.

“There’ll be no need for land sharks, I assure you.” Snorting, Desmond carried me away from Holly and Dustin, sitting down where the grass and the sand met. He placed me on his lap, keeping a firm grip on my scruff. “First, none of this is your fault, and I’ll keep telling you that until you believe it. If it takes me ten years of breathing down your neck, so be it. Yes, Sanders was upset. That’s because he loves his pack almost as much as he loves you.”

I turned my ears back. No matter what he said, I couldn’t compete with my mate’s pack.

“I don’t think you believe me. Well, let me tell you what happened after you stormed off. Sanders wanted to follow you, but I thought you needed the fresh air. Joseph started stammering some half-assed apology, but I didn’t buy it, and neither did your mate. Satisfaction has a scent, and Joseph reeked of it. It took your mate less than ten minutes to realize something was seriously wrong in his pack, though I don’t think he has any idea of the scale. Neither did I. We all went outside so we could avoid the Normals and get some fresh air ourselves.”

I huffed, turning my head to watch the ocean. Resting my chin on Desmond’s knee, I sighed.

“When you drowned, your mate headed right for where you were with Dustin on his heels. Sanders couldn’t find you since you’d already gone under, but Dustin went in without missing a beat. Within a minute, he had you back on shore. Dustin’s a damned good water witch, but he can’t bring the dead back to life, and there’s only so much he can do without a beating heart to work with. Sanders managed to resuscitate you, though I’m still not sure how.”

For a long moment, Desmond remained silent, and he worked his fingers into my fur. “I’ll be damned; Dustin wasn’t kidding about you shedding all over the place. Anyway, your mate had a breakdown, unsurprisingly, and his Second got a real good look at just how serious the mating bond between you two is, as did Chrissy. Wendy’s with Sanders, and she’ll keep him together, don’t worry. He didn’t like leaving you, but Dustin’s pretty convincing. Now, I’m not going to promise Sanders won’t be infuriated with you for scaring him like that, but he’ll vent, and then he’ll do everything he can to convince you how precious you are to him. You gave us a fright we won’t forget anytime soon.”

Desmond’s phone rang, and with a sigh, he shifted, dug it out of his pocket, and answered it, all without letting go of my scruff. “Desmond.”

I sighed, and all of my doubts and fears resurfaced. Why would Sanders want me at all, when all I brought him was trouble and misery?

“Relax, Pup. She’s on my lap, calm as can be. No, you can’t talk to her. After you left, Dustin and I forced her to change to her wolf. When she’s ready, I’ll bring her back. Why don’t you take your pack and my mate, return to the hotel, and have a long, serious talk on the way. Connect your phone to the rental’s stereo and call Seattle. Chew them all out at the same time. I’ll catch a lift with Holly and Dustin. No, I’m not going to change my mind. Yes, I’m going to insist. Find your mate’s things, if you can, and take them with you. No, I already told you I won’t change my mind. Go, Sanders. Get your pack in order and put an end to this bullshit. I’ll take care of Sara, seeing your pack is incapable of taking care of one of their own.”

Desmond sighed, shook his head, and hung up. “Wendy and I are more than happy to have you join us, Sara. You’d be close to your mate all the time since my territory is actually within his territory. You’d have a safe place to go if his pack frightens you. Wendy may not be as submissive as Chrissy, but you’ll find she’s far, far better at her job. If your pack wasn’t so damned jealous, Chrissy probably would have been your first friend.”

Unable to believe I could be friends with any of them, I shook my head.

“It’s true. Submissive wolves are compelled to try to make things better for their pack. It wouldn’t surprise me if she’s taking this the hardest, because preventing pack members from going off the deep end is her job, and she’s failed at it rather spectacularly. Sure, you upset your mate enough to coerce him into breaking you free of the pack bonds, but the bonds tying Fenerec together aren’t so easily forgotten. It hurts us when one of our pack dies, but to be the cause of it? It goes against what pack means. Yes, they were jealous, yes, they were stupid, but I don’t believe for an instant they wanted you dead.”

Stroking his hand through my fur, Desmond sighed before waggling his fingers in front of my nose. Dark fur clung to his skin. “I’m going to make you an offer that will get me in a great deal of trouble with the Shadow Pope, but I’m going to do it anyway. Let me pull you into my little pack of two. We’ll show you how packs are supposed to work, teach you the ropes a bit, and once you’re settled, Seattle can petition to have you. It’ll drive your mate wild having to beg me for permission. More importantly, because he can’t subjugate any wolf from me I don’t want him to take, he’ll have to have his pack sorted out properly. If he can get them all working together to steal you from me, they can. Given a week, they’ll understand how destructive their choice was to Sanders.”

I whined. Dying was supposed to free my mate, not make him suffer.

“I’m not stupid enough to think there’s a magic bandage for what happened tonight, either. You’ll remember, your mate will remember, and Seattle’s pack will remember. It’s entirely possible you’ll be fighting this for a long time. I’m not going to make you a bunch of pretty, false promises. You’ll get through tonight, and it’ll be a victory. Each day you make it through, it’ll be a victory. Honestly, you probably won’t view it as one, but we will. One day, maybe a month from now, maybe in two or three years, you’ll wake up and go through the motions of telling yourself everything’ll be okay. But you’ll actually believe it, it’ll surprise you, and you’ll find you can move on.”

Turning my ears back, I listened, had my doubts, and remained quiet.

“All I want from you is one thing, Sara. If you feel like you did tonight, and you can’t handle it, find someone to talk to. If you can’t, just run away. Live to fight another day. Of course, your mate will chase you; he’ll be furious, worried, and terrified of losing you. He’ll eventually catch you, he’ll scold you fiercely for scaring him, and he’ll be so grateful you’re still alive to scold he’ll probably cry, which will be awkward for all parties involved. Just ask Wendy; she’ll confirm it. She’ll probably delight in embarrassing me.”

I sighed.

“If half of what you and Dustin said is true, you have damned good reason to be afraid, and even fewer reasons to trust me. Give me and Wendy a chance. If you don’t feel safe and wanted, you can leave our little pack and be a lone wolf, to hell with what anyone else says. I’ll introduce you to Richard, and if you don’t like what he has to offer with his pack, that’s fine as well. But, if you’re with me, your mate won’t worry as much, and he’ll feel he’s been given a chance to prove himself and his pack to you. They have a lot to prove, and don’t think for a single minute you’re not worth the effort, because you are.”

It was too much work to deny what he wanted, so I sighed again and forced myself to nod.

“It’ll make your wolf happy, too. You’ll see. I’m going to take you back to Dustin, we’re going to get you warm and dry, and then I’m going to have him give you a nudge back to human shape. I’ll bring you into my pack, and you’ll let me take care of you, okay?”

Packs frightened me, but my wolf was so hopeful it hurt. I submitted, wondering if I was making yet another catastrophic mistake.
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Desmond wrapped me in his jacket and held me close. The transformation from wolf to human went by in a pained blur, and afterwards, I shook so much I couldn’t hold anything, let alone fight him. When he brought me into his pack, instead of the shock of so many pressing down on me, all I sensed was a faint warmth.

My wolf was puzzled and intrigued by the sensation. With her attention so absorbed by the new feeling, I was left to deal with the consequences of what I had done.

All I wanted to do was crawl into a corner somewhere and sob.

“Easy, Sara. No one’s going to hurt you, not with me on guard,” Desmond murmured in my ear, rubbing my back. “Holly, can you bring your rental around, please? Let’s get her out of the cold.”

“Sure. It’ll take a few minutes. I’ll have to figure out how to get it nearby and out of sight of the Normals.”

“Dustin, how’s her temperature?”

The witch took hold of my hand, massaging my wrist with his thumbs. “Low, but not dangerous. Mild hypothermia. She’s dehydrated, but she’ll do. Are you sure separating her from Stud Muffin for more than a few minutes is a good idea?”

“He has two submissive Fenerec with him. One is probably about as fragile as Sara is right now. While I’d love to watch Chrissy suffer a bit for her part in this, I think there’s been enough damage done. Sanders needs to get his pack in line. Unless they’re physically separated, he can’t focus on his pack, not with her like this. Wendy will take care of him.”

“So long as we keep his mate stable,” the witch pointed out.

“I’m okay,” I mumbled.

“You’re cold, you’re in shock, and judging from your scent, you’re trying really hard not to cry,” Desmond replied. “That hardly counts as okay. You don’t have to keep pretending, Sara. I’m not going to tell, and despite the way he keeps running his mouth, Dustin doesn’t mean any harm either.”

“Oh, I mean harm, just not to her,” the witch grumbled.

“I think Sanders has suffered enough, and if that doesn’t get his pack rethinking things, well, maybe I’ll just steal their Alpha. That’d serve them right.”

“I’m pretty sure the uppers would not like it if you yanked Seattle’s Alpha out of his pack, Mr. Desmond.”

“I’d consider giving him back if they groveled sufficiently. I could give him to Sara as a present.”

Releasing my wrist, Dustin rose to his feet. “Please disregard this nonsense coming out of his mouth.”

“It’s not nonsense. It’s strategic thinking. Sanders is too good of an Alpha to waste on a bunch of ungrateful mongrels.”

The rumble of a car’s engine drew Desmond’s attention, and with a grunt, he got to his feet without dropping me. “Make sure that’s Holly.”

“It is,” Dustin replied, heading up the slope towards the road at a jog. After a moment, he waved at Desmond, who walked towards the road.

I closed my eyes and hid my face against Desmond’s shirt.

“That’s right, Sara. You just hide your pretty face and let me worry about everything. Cry if it makes you feel better. Get it out of your system. Then, you can get some sleep, and I promise you’ll feel better in the morning.”

I doubted I’d ever feel better, but I remained silent. Telling him the truth wouldn’t change things.


Chapter Eighteen
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Although I won the battle over riding in the backseat of the car, I had to lean against Desmond because I was too tired to sit up on my own. My wolf minded far less than I did; she found the man’s presence comforting, reminding me of how she reacted when Sanders touched me.

Desmond’s phone rang, and with a sigh, he answered, “Desmond.”

I drew in a deep breath to catch his scent, which had soured from annoyance. My wolf whined, and at her urging, I wrapped my fingers around his wrist. Pulling free, he tucked me under his arm and gave my shoulder a brisk rub.

“Who called you?” Desmond demanded. “No, that’s not a wise idea. Please tell me what he told you, so I can proceed to correct any misinformation you may have been fed.”

I sighed. Holly twisted around in the front seat, reached back, and patted my knee. “We’re going to stop in a few minutes to get you something warm to drink and eat. Any preferences?”

Shaking my head, I wondered if I could get away with not having anything at all. My stomach churned at the thought of food, and even my wolf wasn’t hungry.

“Well. I wasn’t aware she had spoken with you, sir. Were you planning on calling me, or were you just expecting me to do exactly what I wanted anyway?” There was a short moment of silence, and Desmond laughed. “Dead to rights. That’s exactly what I did. The part where she called her mate a string of unpleasantries is, in actuality, true, but he seems to have neglected to mention the part where she called him out along with that piss-poor excuse of a submissive bitch. Did he mention the part where your water witch pulled her lifeless body out of the ocean afterwards? Did he also mention she wasn’t breathing and didn’t have a heartbeat—that’s what I meant by lifeless—thus making it impossible for Dustin to do anything for her?”

I heard something crunch on the other end of the line before it quieted. I trembled at the way Desmond described what I had done, wishing I could disappear forever.

“It’s fortunate their mating bond is strong enough Sanders was able to track her down. If we hadn’t had Dustin with us, sir, she would have died. As it is, she’s suffering from hypothermia, although forcing transformations somewhat resolved the physical issues. Dustin doesn’t believe she was submerged long enough for any brain damage, but she’s currently nonvocal. I’ve been considering yanking Sanders right out from his pack as direct retaliation for what they’ve done. Sara told you the truth, sir. Dustin confirmed it. I sent Sanders ahead to the hotel with his pack and Wendy to attempt to deal with the problem. It seems when she entered the same room with two of the participating Fenerec, she snapped. Unfortunately, neither Sanders nor I realized what they were doing.”

“Dustin, pull over. He wants a word with you,” Desmond ordered. The witch obeyed, and once the car was in park, he reached back for the phone. Desmond shifted in the seat, turning so he could nestle my head against his chest. “I apologize. I couldn’t afford to beat around the bush. Relax, you’re not in any trouble,” he whispered in my ear. “I know of some Fenerec who are, but that’s their problem. They can deal with the consequences of their actions.”

“Yes, sir?” Dustin answered, turning to glare at Desmond. “Stu—ahem, Mr. Sanders was the one who performed CPR, sir. I felt he was the best motivated. She didn’t respond for approximately five minutes. Yes, I did so without permission, sir. Her mate was in no condition to grant permission. He was stuck on repeat until she resumed breathing, and once she did, he was busy begging her not to die, sir. I needed to know what I was working with. If this were my jurisdiction, I’d be pressing charges against every mongrel in that pack with the exception of their Alpha. Please, allow me to be blunt, sir.”

Desmond pinched the bridge of his nose. “This should be interesting,” he muttered.

“Imagine for a moment. You’re a young woman, you’re pretty, and you’re smart, but you have a fake ID. You’ve run away from something, something you perceive as bad enough you don’t want found. You work several jobs. Because you can’t get financial aid, because you don’t exist in the system, you work under the table. You’re a ghost. You manage to get some schooling in on the side, but you’re going to a shit college because it’s all you can afford. So, you’re selling yourself because it’s the only way you can get by.”

When I cringed, Desmond rested his chin on top of my head. My wolf settled, and her calm infected me. The pleasant, soothing warmth she liked so much intensified, and I relaxed.

“Yes, sir, that’s exactly what I’m saying. So, you don’t have a family, and everything gets turned upside down on you. You find out a lot of crazy shit, but there’s a silver lining. There’s this great guy. He’s good enough looking, if you like rugged men who clean up nice. You do. Stop snorting, sir. So, you have a lot of whole new instincts and urges you don’t really understand, but this guy does, and he treats you like you’re actually worth something—and you’re worth a lot to him. This is entirely new territory for you. However, there’s a problem, one he isn’t aware of. This great guy has a lot of overprotective idiot puppies, and they don’t like the idea of you, a pretty little skirt, infringing on their territory. Maybe a few of the bitches want him. Maybe they think they know what’s better for him. So, they gang up. You don’t have any idea how to protect yourself from the emotional aspects of being in such a large family group. Your great guy is used to those who project first and feel second. Problem is you’re a quiet little thing, and you’re not projecting into the bonds. You, however, have a front row seat to how much everyone hates you. No one wants you. You don’t want to complain, because you’ve found such a great guy, and you love him. You don’t deserve him, and you know it.”

Desmond growled, long and low, the sound reverberating in his chest. Twisting around, Dustin glared at us. “Quiet down back there,” he ordered.

While Desmond tensed beneath me, he ceased making any noise.

“Sorry about that, sir. Mr. Desmond was growling, and the last thing I need is to have to and calm her down to keep her mate from losing his shit.”

“I apologize for him, sir,” Holly said, grinning at Desmond. “Please don’t bite us.”

“You’re safe for the moment, Holly. I wouldn’t dream of biting a cop without her permission,” he replied.

“Yes, sir, you would.”

“You’re right. I would,” Desmond admitted cheerfully.

Dustin cleared his throat. “I apologize, sir. As I was saying. There you are. You’ve somehow landed the man of your dreams, but you find out he comes with some impressive baggage of his own. You’re okay with competing with his dead wife; you’re happy he’s noticed you at all. You can live with it. But then his wife’s killer comes after you. You kill him, robbing your man of the revenge he’s been hunting for more than half a year. In reality, he’s a wolf and such things are, ah, considered rather sexy. Unfortunately, you don’t know that, so you’re worried and stressed. He’s relieved you’re alive and still with him. However, those assholes in your pack are taking advantage of your uncertainties, convincing you that your mate would be better off without you. You’ve been told mating bonds are permanent until death, so you decide to go for a swim in the ocean, believing you’d be doing everyone a favor if you just drowned, which is exactly what you do.”

Sighing, Desmond took hold of my hand, flicking at my finger tips. Puzzled, I watched him. My wolf urged me to flick him back, and when I did, he dodged my strike, wiggling his fingers at me in a taunt. She stirred, seizing control enough to voice a mock growl, flicking at him until she grazed him.

“Yes, sir. Will she recover? Well, that depends on her, sir. Physically, she’ll likely be fine by tomorrow morning. Mentally and emotionally? I can’t answer your question. Trauma this extensive does not vanish overnight. A good therapist, some quiet time with her mate, and surrounded by people who genuinely want her around? She may bounce back quick. Unfortunately, she doesn’t have many people who genuinely want her around. Holly likes her. Hell, I like her. She’s got brains and she’s feisty, at least when people aren’t trying to beat her down. Her mate adores her, as does Mr. Desmond and his mate. Everyone else? From her point of view, they look at her, compare her to Mary, and find her lacking.”

There was a long moment of silence. “You want my opinion, sir?”

Desmond chuckled, “That’s like inviting a fox to a hen house for dinner.”

“Let her decide what she wants to do, sir. I think the only decision she’s gotten to make for herself since all of this started was who she wanted for a mate. Give her time. Let those pathetic excuses for Fenerec wallow, and if they take too long seeing the error of their ways, have Desmond take over Seattle’s pack, systematically exile each and every last one of them, and let them experience what it’s like to be alone and unwanted in the world. I think Desmond would enjoy it.”

“Damn straight I’d enjoy it,” Desmond snarled. “Make them petition Sara to be allowed back in. If that doesn’t humble them, nothing will, and as Sanders’s mate, that’s her right. If they can’t accept her, well, we can relocate them to new packs.”

After a few moments, Dustin hung up, offering the phone back to Desmond. “He’s considering it and will get back to you tomorrow.”

“Who knows? Maybe the mere threat of me becoming their Alpha in a pack without Sanders will be punishment enough.”

Holly snickered. “The mere threat of you being in their pack will give them nightmares, sir.”

“Why?” I whispered, my voice hoarse.

With a small smile, Desmond curled some of my hair around his finger and gave a gentle tug. “Because they made your mate lie to you and they know it, dear. I do not like when people turn my friends into liars. It doesn’t hurt I’m a scary son of a bitch when I want to be.”
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At Holly’s orders, we stopped at Walmart so she could buy me clothes. I ached from head to toe as I changed, grateful she had chosen soft and warm over appearances. If anyone complained about me wearing yoga pants when we arrived at the hotel, I’d do my best to ignore them. My wolf preferred the idea of biting them in the face.

Maybe I’d humor her.

“Eyes on the road, Dustin,” Holly growled.

“Pretty woman in rearview mirror, Holly,” Dustin growled back.

While I blushed, my wolf preened. Embarrassed that she enjoyed being admired while I changed, I flipped my middle finger at him. “Weren’t you the one who told me faces were high in protein or something?”

Desmond laughed, reached between the seats, and adjusted the mirror. “Your rearview mirror privileges are revoked until she’s done changing.”

“Spoilsport.”

“Should’ve paid,” I retorted, wiggling my way into the red sweater Holly had purchased. “Only Sanders gets free shows.”

“Lucky, lucky man,” Dustin replied. “How much?”

“How much can you afford? Add ten thousand to that number.”

“I think I’ve been rejected, Holly.”

“Sorry. It must be so hard to be you.”

Digging through the bag, Desmond pulled out a thin, plush blanket, pulled me to him, and wrapped me in it. “There. Now you get nice and warm and stay that way. While we Fenerec do not catch colds, we can come down with an assortment of unpleasantries, including fevers and stomach bugs.”

“Lung infections are possible, and if she doesn’t come down with one, I’ll be surprised,” Dustin said. “Saltwater does a good job of stripping the lungs of all the good stuff protecting them from infections.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Now, Sara, you have some choices to make. You can share my room with Wendy and I or you can share your mate’s suite. Unfortunately, his suite connects with Joseph’s.”

“I have a room at the hotel,” I replied.

“You’re not staying alone, Sara.”

“I detect a territorial dispute in progress,” Holly stated. “Mr. Desmond, if I might offer a bit of advice, why don’t you let her invite someone to stay in her room instead of trying to move her out of her space.”

“Very well. Sara, who do you want to invite to your room tonight?”

My wolf fixated on our mate, and as always, her lust bled into me. After tonight, would Sanders even want me?

I whispered, “He won’t want me.”

Desmond and Dustin both snorted, but it was Holly who said, “You really don’t get how mating bonds work, do you?”

I flushed, staring at the back of the driver’s seat.

“Sara, he wants you as much as you want him. Put him in the same room with you, and he won’t be able to keep his hands off you, reassuring himself you’re still in one piece. One thing will lead to another, and you’ll find out just how much he needs you,” she said before chuckling. “Now that’ll be some classic revenge, when his pack feels how happy you make him when you take him to your bed. Let them suck on that for a while. Go for gold and have fun all night long. Then you’ll really feel better in the morning. That’d teach them all, especially if he fills your belly with a puppy.”

“Nine months of no changing to her wolf wouldn’t be a healthy endeavor at this point in time, Holly,” Desmond stated.

“She’d be fine,” Dustin stated. “Remember, I’m a water witch, and I was just checking her health. There’s nothing wrong with her, she’s fertile, and from what I can tell, she’s been in rut plenty long enough for puppies to be an option should she want them. Her wolf’s tough and so tame she shouldn’t have a problem with it, assuming you and Sanders help her through the full moons.”

My face burned so hot I feared I’d erupt into a ball of flame. “Puppies? You mean children? Us? Have kids?”

“Let’s see, if you two went for a full mating tonight, you could change this moon without any risk to the baby,” Dustin said, making thoughtful noises. “You might even be able to change next moon as well, since it’d be early enough. I’m okay with making the runs to Seattle to help out with the checkups if Holly and Barry are.”

“You are terrible. They’ve been mated less than a full month and you’re planning puppies for them,” Desmond said, his tone amused. “Forgive them, Sara. Fenerec and bonded witches love puppies more than life itself. If you cretins really want her to have his puppies, you’ll have to educate her on the mating rituals, or they’ll just be having a lot of exercise without any puppies as a result.”

I gaped at Desmond. “Wait, are you seriously telling me I don’t need birth control anymore?”

Laughing, Desmond kissed my brow. “You’re adorable. That’s exactly what I’m saying. You won’t have any puppies unless you want them, and I think Sanders is so resigned to the fact he could never have puppies with Mary that he hasn’t even thought to teach you your part of mating should you want them.”

“Mary couldn’t have kids?” I blurted.

There was a long moment of silence, which Desmond broke with a sigh. “She was sterile, yes, even when she was young enough to have children. He’s so used to having a partner who simply couldn’t have children it probably hasn’t occurred to him it’s a possibility now.”

“He wants kids?”

Desmond nodded. “Well, this was not a conversation I anticipated having tonight. Yes, he does. He’s an Alpha, which makes him approximately twice as obsessed with puppies as normal Fenerec. It’s his job to help females in the pack make it through the full moons without changing if they’re pregnant. Seattle hasn’t had any bitches mate in a couple of years—that’s mainly because all of the mated bitches decided to have puppies the same year a while back, so there’s quite a few little ones running underfoot right now. He’s a good Alpha; they didn’t lose a single puppy that year among the Fenerec bitches, and they got exceptionally lucky with only one miscarriage among the human and Fenerec-born bitches. That couple tried again the next year with better success.”

My wolf liked the idea of puppies a great deal.

“Now that would be a hell of a nice surprise for him,” Dustin said, snickering. “I wonder how long it’d take for him to figure it out?”

“We are not betting on them having puppies,” Desmond scolded. “Be considerate.”

“We are,” Holly protested. “Hell, it’s perfect. You like the idea of kids, Sara?”

I covered my face with my hands and whimpered. “I can’t believe we’re talking about this.”

“Why don’t you just explain to her how she can make Sanders fertile if she decides she’s ready to have puppies at some point in the future,” Desmond said. “If you want to make a bet, we will bet on how long it takes him to explain what she already knows.”

I was so distracted by the thought of raising a family with Sanders I almost missed Holly’s explanation on how females ensured a male’s fertility while mating.
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By the time we reached the Plaza, I was so perturbed, intrigued, and bothered by the idea of having children with Sanders I couldn’t think about anything else. I watched Desmond with narrowed eyes as he talked with Holly when we entered the lobby. Dustin made a quick stop at the front desk to replace the key to my room, which Desmond claimed for safekeeping. I didn’t even notice Joseph nearby until we reached the elevator and he cleared his throat.

My wolf’s rage ignited, and before I could stop her, she wrestled control of my body away from me, balled my hand into a fist, and cleaned the Fenerec’s clock.

Joseph crumpled to the floor.

Abandoning her control over me, my wolf left me standing over him, breathing heavily as I stared down at the Seattle pack’s unconscious Second. The elevator dinged open. I stepped over him, shrugged, and held the door for Desmond, Holly, and Dustin. “Coming?”

Holly stepped over Joseph. “Why don’t I take the lady upstairs to my room while you deal with the baggage?”

Sighing, Desmond shook his head, prodding Joseph with his toe. “Oh, no. And prevent her from delivering her latest trophy? I think not. I can’t wait to see Sanders’s face while he tries to figure out who went after his Second and won.”

With strength to rival a Fenerec, Dustin dragged Joseph into the elevator. “The pretty little princess took boxing lessons, apparently. I will strive to make certain I’m not on the receiving end of your ire.”

Desmond hit the button for the top floor. “If you like Sanders’s suite, Sara, you can relocate Joseph and Chrissy to your room. That way, the connecting suite will not be an issue.”

Holly chuckled. “Going to let her rearrange the den to her liking, are you? Watch out, or she may evict you from your suite and force you to share with the Seattle mongrels.”

“If she would like my suite, she is welcome to it, with whomever she desires as a hostage.”

I pointed at Joseph. “If you stay with him, will you bite his face off?”

“Good job, Dustin. Thanks to you, she’s going to be as bad as one of your pet sharks,” Holly muttered. “Sara, faces are not a part of our diet.”

“If they aren’t, maybe they should be. I’ll keep my room and take your suite, Mr. Desmond.”

Desmond dug into his pocket and pulled out a card key for his room, offering it to me. He also gave me the key to my room. “Your wish is my command, but only this once, young lady.”

My yoga pants lacked pockets, so I stuck the cards in my bra.

When the elevator dinged and opened, Sanders was waiting, a scowl fixed firmly in place, leaning against the opposite wall with his arms crossed over his chest. He stared at me for a long moment before his gaze shifted down to Joseph at my feet.

Once again, I stepped over Seattle’s Second, holding the elevator open with a hand.

“Mr. Sanders, it is with much pleasure I present to you a gift,” Desmond announced, grabbing hold of Joseph’s foot and dragging him out of the elevator. “Would you like this trophy delivered to your suite?”

“Why is my Second a trophy?” my mate asked, his tone quiet and neutral.

“That’s a good question,” Desmond replied, nodding to me. “Ask her. She’s the one who bagged him.”

Narrowing his eyes, Sanders stepped to me. He lifted his hand, taking hold of my chin in a firm but gentle grip, tilting my head so I was forced to meet his gaze. Pressing his thumb to my lower lip, he asked, “Statement, challenge, or both?”

With my wolf offering me her speed and strength, I latched onto his thumb with my teeth and growled. I teased him with the tip of my tongue, tasting the salt of dried seawater on his skin.

“If you give me the key to your room, I’ll deal with your Second,” Desmond stated, holding out his hand. “Once he’s regained consciousness, I’ll impress upon him it’s not wise to startle Miss Madison in her current state, although I believe the message was received.”

When Sanders tried to extract his thumb from my mouth, I bit down harder, reaching up with both of my hands to seize his wrist. He sighed. “Back pocket. It seems my hand is currently occupied. Wendy is still with Chrissy.”

Desmond went digging for the room key, pulling it out with a chuckle. “Then I shall see her soon enough. The young lady has my room key hidden away on her somewhere. I’m sure you can find it with a little bit of effort. Holly, Dustin, thank you for the ride.”

“No problem, sir,” Holly replied, shoving Dustin down the hall. “If you need me to shoot anyone, I’ll be in my room watching a movie, pretending Dusty isn’t giving a running commentary the entire time.”

 Dustin dug in his heels, twisting around to glare at Sanders. “Okay, Stud Muffin. Listen up. She needs to eat something. Get her into a warm bath and let her soak all she wants. Should she have a date with her alternate personality, be prepared for a great deal of shedding fur. It’ll cover you and everything you own, and you’ll never be rid of it. She needs to drink a good amount of water. Don’t let her get cold, and if she starts wheezing or having any difficulties breathing, come get me,” the witch ordered. “Absolutely no alcohol.”

“Thank you, Dustin,” my mate replied.

“Any time. You have work to do, Stud Muffin, so get to it. If she’s not having trouble walking in the morning, you’re not doing it right.”

“Dustin!” Holly smacked the back of the witch’s head.

Sanders waited until Desmond dragged Joseph away before once again trying to free his thumb from my teeth. “Can I have my hand back now?” He growled, and my wolf cringed at the annoyance tingeing his scent.

I ignored her, tightening my hold on his arm with both hands. No matter how hard I squeezed, my grip felt weak. Narrowing his eyes, he took a step backwards, and when he pulled away, I followed him, matching his growls.

I stalked him to the double doors of the penthouse suite, fighting with my wolf’s growing fear Sanders no longer wanted us.

“I like fishing well enough, but this is the first time I’ve had to use my thumb as bait,” he teased, halting at the door into the suite. “Desmond said you had the key?”

Instead of answering, I watched and waited to see what he would do.

“Going to make me go fishing for the key, are you?” he growled, taking the offensive and pressing me against the door. He turned my head with a gentle touch of his thumb, pressing his lips to my throat. “Where have you hidden it?”

Shivers ran through me at the way his mouth moved against my skin. I closed my eyes and kept still, and my wolf’s apprehension eased at his touch. While I kept hold of his thumb with my teeth, I eased my grip on his arm.

With his free hand, Sanders trailed his fingertips along my side, working his way under my sweater and shirt. “Gotta be here somewhere,” he murmured, giving the elastic band of my yoga pants a tug. “I’m so mad at you right now, Sara. Don’t think being so damned beautiful is saving you this time.”

Working his hand around to my back beneath my shirt, he stroked at the small of my back before sinking his teeth into my neck. Instead of the pleasure I expected, bolts of electricity lanced down my spine. A strangled cry burst out of me, and I released his thumb. He pinned me to him as my legs collapsed under my weight. It didn’t take him long to locate both keys, and after trial and error, he got the door open.

Tossing me over his shoulder, he secured his hold on me and carried me inside the suite. My entire body refused to move, and the sensation reminded me of when I had been captured and forced to remain still and silent.

The room made the suite at the Venetian look like it belonged to a pauper. My mate carried me through several foyers before heading into a bedroom straight out of Buckingham Palace.

Sanders dumped me onto a king sized bed. I bounced and sprawled on my back. Slithering on top of me, he settled his weight on me, once again pressing his mouth to my throat. “Please don’t scare me like that again,” he whispered. “I thought I had lost you. I shouldn’t have gotten so angry. I shouldn’t have been such a stupid idiot. I’m so, so sorry. All you had to do was talk to me. I had no idea, I swear. I didn’t know anything was wrong. If I had known, I would’ve fixed it.”

Sighing, he buried his face against my shoulder, reaching up to run his fingers through my hair. “I’ll do anything you want, just don’t go where I can’t follow.”


Chapter Nineteen
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It didn’t take long for the paralyzing effects of Sanders’s bite to wear off. While he called for room service, I systematically tested each finger and toe, hissing at the lingering pinprick sensations. He hung up, came to sit on the bed beside me, and sighed.

I opened my mouth to apologize, and he placed his finger over my lips. “Don’t you dare. You’re the one owed a lot of apologies. You had every right to lose your temper. The only apology I want and need from you is a promise you’ll never do something like that again.”

My guilt was so strong I couldn’t look him in the eyes, and after a moment of hesitation, I nodded.

“Promise me.”

“I promise,” I whispered, shaking from the anxiety cramping my stomach and tightening my throat.

Flopping onto the bed beside me, he draped his arm across me, rested his chin on my shoulder, and sighed again. “Joseph and Chrissy claim they thought you weren’t serous about being my mate because they couldn’t feel you in the pack bonds. They claim they weren’t aware you could sense their feelings. They’re both terrible liars. If you think that little nip I gave you hurt, well, they got ten times worse when we first got back to the hotel. The first bite was for them even daring to think they could lie to me. The second was for daring to think they could hurt you and get away with it. I would have bitten them a third time, but Wendy drove me out of my own room, if you can believe it. Wendy’s a tricky one. She might be submissive, but she’s cunning, and she knows how to draw on Desmond when she needs to. So, I was evicted.”

There were hundreds of things I could have said, but I couldn’t find the courage to speak a single word. Each time I thought of something, my doubts nagged me. I had hurt him, and nothing I could say would change that fact.

“I’m sorr—”

Sanders clapped his hand over my mouth and clucked his tongue at me. “I’m pretty sure I already told you not to apologize, Sara. I’m the one at fault for not realizing you were already able to sense things from the pack. I’m the one at fault for not buffering you. If I had, I would have known what they were doing, and the problem wouldn’t have existed in the first place. I’m the one who is sorry. I didn’t see what was wrong. You need to rest, recover, and heal. You deserve so much better than the way I’ve treated you.”

I batted his hand away. “Bullshit.”

He answered my growled curse with a growl of his own, which was softened by his smile. “Do we get to have a spectacular fight where we scream and yell at each other? It’ll be fun. You can vent out everything, and I’ll dutifully yell back, and when we’ve both run out of things to yell about, I’ll bend you over my knee and give you a spanking you’ll never forget for frightening me so much. Then I’ll just have to tie you up and kiss every last inch of you to confirm you’re alive and well.”

I flushed at the thought of his mouth on me, squirming as my wolf’s desire for him surged. “I hurt you.”

Sanders yanked me to him, hugging me so tight I squeaked. “Damn fucking straight you did, but I’ve already forgiven you. I thought you were going to die. But you didn’t. You’re here, you’re still alive, you’re mine, and if I have to guard you every moment for the rest of my life, I will. And damn it all, I keep my promises. If I have to leave Seattle so we can join a different pack together, so be it. You’re more important to me than anything else. If they can’t accept you, they can’t accept me either. You’re mine.”

“No. You love them.”

“Well, if they felt the same for me, they wouldn’t have done that to you. They wouldn’t have made you want to kill yourself,” he snarled, trembling against me. “They should have shot me with a silver bullet and just gotten rid of me that way.”

“It’s me they hate.”

“You haven’t done a single fucking thing to earn anyone’s hatred.”

“I killed my best friend and my ex-boyfriend,” I muttered.

“Bullshit. That’s no reason for anyone to hate you. If that whore had been your friend, she wouldn’t have tried to eat you,” my mate snarled, nipping my throat. While it stung, the pain faded after a few breaths, replaced by a more pleasant tingle as he worked his way up my neck and kept nibbling on me. “Your ex-boyfriend was defective, as there’s only one proper way to devour a woman as beautiful as you are. He wasn’t going about it the right way. Obviously, I will have to educate you on how it’s properly done. That said, if I hadn’t already pissed on their graves, I’d thank them both, since I have you and your cute little wolf all to myself now.”

 I wiggled and squirmed in his arms so I could glare at him. “You did not piss on their graves.”

“Ask Desmond and Wendy. I regret nothing.”

“Why did you do that?” I demanded, poking his shoulder. It appeased my guilt, at least a little, knowing they had been buried, the evidence of what I had done hidden from sight. “I’m surprised they have graves.”

“It’s typically considered bad form to leave Fenerec bodies lying around for Normals to find. Honestly, I was annoyed with Desmond at the time because he had told me that I, under no circumstances, could pursue you as a mate.”

“He what?” I growled, grabbing hold of his shirt. “I’ll kill him.”

“Relax, Sara. That was before you became a Fenerec. After Mary’s death, they felt a Fenerec bitch was more appropriate for me and my wolf.” He huffed, taking hold of my ear and giving me a nip. “I considered going back and apologizing for pissing on them after I realized I could have you because of them. Of course, after the first time I saw you dance, I was already trying to figure out a way to lure you to me and to hell with the Inquisition.”

I pulled free of his grip, hid my face against his chest, and whispered, “When you got mad, I just felt so alone. I didn’t know what to do. I thought everyone would be better off without me. If I were gone, you’d find someone who was better for you.”

Sighing, he held me close, kissing the top of my head. “Sara, I’m a temperamental bastard. Most Fenerec males are. I’m going to snap and snarl. You’re going to put me in my place. I’ll snap and snarl some more, and when we’re done snapping at each other, I’ll want you as much as ever. If anything, I’ll want you even more because you stand up to me like no one else can. You’re exactly what I want and need. You’re clever. You’re independent. You’re a whole lot of things I didn’t know I needed in my life until you came along. Nothing would be better with you gone. Nothing. Not one single damned thing.”

“I’m a coward.”

“You broke your would-be rapist’s neck with your feet. If you’re a coward, then I don’t know what the fuck brave is, because that takes a hell of a lot of courage. You also disobeyed direct orders from the Shadow Pope. That takes guts. You stand up to Desmond without batting an eyelash. Maybe you’ve forgotten, but I remember you trying to rip his face off for suggesting you sleep with him, and that was even before we mated. You’re not a coward.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I’m a coward because I can’t ever do anything for myself.”

“You’ve lost me, darling. Back up. What do you mean you can’t ever do anything for yourself? You were doing fine on your own in Vegas until that creep ex-boyfriend and your so-called friend came along. You handled them on your own just fine.” My mate stroked his hand over my hair, and when there was a knock at the door, he spat curses, untangled himself from me, and went to answer it.

The room service arrived with enough food for four, and moments after the hotel’s employee left, I heard my mate greet Desmond, though he didn’t come into view of the bedroom. “Sorry to intrude on you two, but I thought I’d come by to pick up our bags so we don’t have to run around the hotel naked in the morning. Since I saw room service coming down the hall, I figured it was safe.”

I grabbed the edge of the duvet, flipped over, and burrowed under it.

“I took over the smaller bedroom because it was closer to the front door,” my mate replied. “What was the deal with Joseph?”

“You’re no longer ready to bite people?” Desmond asked, his tone wary.

Snarling at the mention of Seattle’s Second, I threw off the blankets, got out of bed, and went in search of my mate and Desmond. I found a dining room and a study before locating them in a living room. Desmond was perched on the arm of the couch while my mate arranged platters on one of the two coffee tables.

“Do I count as a people? Maybe I want him to bite me,” I murmured, considering where to sit. There were too many choices. I could sit on the couch with Desmond, the couch across from Desmond, or on one of the room’s four armchairs. “What is with this suite? I should not be able to get lost in a hotel room. This is excessive.”

“Bragging rights at the party,” Desmond explained. “If I’m willing to spend this much on a room for a couple of nights, they know I have serious money. These type of people treat money like it’s God, and he with the most to spend rules supreme. What they don’t know is that I’m being compensated for the expenses. What they don’t know won’t hurt them. Sanders’s suite is almost as nice.”

Deciding I would never understand such excessive waste, I turned my attention back to Joseph. “I hope I broke that fucker’s jaw,” I grumbled.

“You did, actually.”

I froze in place, my breath catching in my throat. “I did?”

“Nothing a change or two won’t fix, Sara. He deserved it for getting in your face and startling you. You surprised me, though. I didn’t think you had it in you,” Desmond replied.

“What I want to know is why he was anywhere near her, let alone in her face. I told him to stay away from her,” Sanders snarled, sprawling on the couch across from Desmond. I crossed over to him, and when I hesitated, he sat up, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me to him. I was so focused on him I tripped over my own feet, gasping as I landed on him.

Sighing, Desmond propped his feet up on the coffee table. “Chrissy claims he meant to apologize. She seemed honest enough. I spoke with Wendy, who had decided to interrogate both of them. I’ve been told they were operating under the assumption Sara was like other new pack members and could sense really strong feelings if they were focused on her. They got together and thought it’d be a quick way to make her uncomfortable enough to leave, thus proving she wasn’t fit to claim you during the winter rut. It seems they didn’t want to believe she’s your mate. They have been reeducated. They didn’t realize—according to them, at least—Sara was so sensitive. In short, she picked up far more than they intended.”

My wolf bristled at the idea she hadn’t sufficiently marked Sanders as her territory, and I whined at how upset she became over it. He wrapped his arms around me, kissing the side of my throat. “I hope you explained my beautiful, flawless mate rutted early. I’m simply powerless against her charms.”

“I didn’t. However, Dustin did and rather graphically. He made a brief visit on his way to his room, woke Joseph so he could enjoy his broken jaw, and educated them on what Miss Madison’s health was like prior to her swimming in the ocean compared to after. He made Chrissy cry, which earned her exactly no sympathy from myself, Wendy, or Holly. Joseph was appropriately horrified. It was quite educational.”

“I’ll have to thank him,” Sanders murmured.

“You’ll have plenty of opportunities, I’m sure. So you’re aware, I’ve already issued threats about stealing your pack. I figured they could use some extra motivation to keep their noses clean. I told them if I took over as their Alpha, I was giving you to Richard as a Christmas present. And I may have mentioned if I took over as their Alpha, I’d be seeking a suitable candidate for my replacement, seeing as there’s none currently in the Seattle pack.”

My mate growled. “I have already informed Sara I was willing and considering the idea of abdicating as Alpha and transferring packs. I may consider petitioning to start a new pack in a different city.”

“The uppers are not going to approve, and you know it.”

“They can go fuck themselves if they think I’m going to risk my mate again.”

Desmond chuckled, hopping to his feet. “I was thinking I’d do a hostile takeover of Seattle, systematically exile each and every one of them, and force them to petition Sara to be allowed back into the pack. Should they not satisfy her with their sincerity, they would be relocated. I am going back to watch Wendy snarl and snap at your Second. It’s the best entertainment I’ve had recently, second to watching your little lady hunt you down.”

“I’m so glad you find me as prey so amusing,” my mate muttered.

With a wicked gleam in his eye, Desmond came around the coffee table. Leaning over us, he met my mate’s gaze and held it. “You know it is my job to take over packs should certain situations arise. You’ll make a lovely Second for me in the interim, Sanders. I could take you out right here and now and not even break a sweat. I already have your lady, which will make it even easier to subjugate you. With your pack in flux, they wouldn’t have time to get their shit together to prevent me from taking you from them. If you ask really nicely, I’ll be very gentle with you.”

My mate stiffened, and he sucked in a breath. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh? I wouldn’t? You’re going to sit still and wait while I deal with your mate.”

Snarling with each exhale, my mate froze, his eyes blazing a brilliant yellow.

I sat up, my eyes widening as my wolf worried. “What’s going on? What—”

Desmond bit my neck. Pain stabbed down my spine, and I went limp. Catching me as I slumped, he lifted me up and carried me to the other couch. Once I was stretched out on it to his liking, he kissed my cheek. “Sorry, Sara. This’ll only take a few minutes. You just relax. I’ve got to decide if I’m taking his entire pack or just him. I suppose I should just take the entire pack along with him, but lock down the bonds so they can’t sense him—or you—at all.”

Sounding far too pleased with himself, Desmond sat on the couch beside my mate. “So, there’s two ways this could work, Sanders. I have your mate in my pack. I know full well your wolf is itching to reestablish pack bonds with her. You’ll try to fight me, being the stubborn mule you are, and your wolf will ultimately betray you and submit because he knows I have your mate. You could just accept I’m going to win the dominance fight, submit quietly, and let me deal with your pack while you and your mate have a great deal of quality time together without you stressing over the state of your pack. While I may want to feed them to Dustin’s sharks, I’ll restrain myself. I really recommend the second option, as I don’t think you’d like your mate witnessing a full-fledged dominance battle tonight. We can put on a show for her when I’m ready for you to take back leadership of your pack.”

“You son of a bitch,” my mate growled.

“You’ll thank me tomorrow. You’ve already lost, and you know it. I told you to sit still and wait, and you obeyed me.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“So many reasons, so little time. I’ll pick my favorite two. I like you. I like Sara. Those are my reasons. As you can’t argue with such logic, you’ll simply have to suffer while I do what is best for both of you.” Desmond reached out, wrapped his arm around my mate’s shoulders, and pulled him close. “You need to give Sara all of your attention tonight, and this is the only way I can guarantee you’ll have no distractions.”

My mate stared at me for a long moment, drew in a deep breath, and let it out in a long exhale. “If this hurts her at all, if you slip even a bit, I will fight you with everything I have.”

“Sara will be safe and sound, don’t you worry. I’ll make this as painless for you as possible,” Desmond promised. “I make no such promises for the rest of your pack, but sacrifices must be made sometimes. I’m sure they’ll get over it eventually.”

“You’re a real asshole sometimes, Desmond,” my mate grumbled.

“I know, but you love me anyway, even if you’re too shy to admit it.”
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Desmond did something to my mate, and whatever it was, it hurt; his pain lashed into me, a searing burn against my bones. My wolf, in her fury, broke free of the paralysis of Desmond’s bite, and before I could intervene, she lunged over the coffee table. 

As soon as we were moving, she released some of her control over me. I cleared the table and the dishes, set to land on Desmond with both of my knees aimed at his spine. He twisted, whipped out his arm, and caught me across the stomach. With a grunt and far more strength than a human could hope to possess, he threw me down on top of my mate. Sanders wheezed, and we sprawled in a tangle.

“You really are a little hellcat, aren’t you?” Desmond muttered, grabbing hold of my neck in a hand, squeezing tight enough I struggled to breathe. “Sara, that’s enough.”

At the command in Desmond’s voice, my wolf recoiled, though she forced several snarls out of me. Without her needing to suggest it, I bared my teeth at Desmond, but with his hand around my throat, I didn’t dare move.

“It only hurt a moment, silly bitch. Sanders, please calm your mate so I don’t hurt her.”

My mate, still gasping for breath, wrapped an arm around my waist. With a little help from Desmond, he sat up while holding onto me. “And here I thought Richard hit hard, but you’re something else. Ouch.”

“That’s not very calming,” Desmond scolded.

Someone rang the suite’s doorbell, and snickering, Desmond rose. Without releasing my neck, he stared down at my mate. “Can you control her or do I have to take her to the door with me?”

I didn’t need prompting from my wolf to growl again. My mate worked his hand under Desmond’s, seizing my throat in a gentler grip. “I’ll calm her down. Sara, it’s all right. Killing your Alpha is typically considered bad form.”

Desmond let go, and when he ruffled my hair with his hand, I snapped my teeth at him, although my mate’s hold on me prevented me from landing a bite.

“Protective little bitch, aren’t you?” Desmond asked, his voice rich with affection. The warmth my wolf so enjoyed seeped into me, and she settled. I kept struggling in my mate’s hold, but I couldn’t escape him. I breathed hard and fast, and unable to keep fighting, I stilled. Once the Alpha left, my mate adjusted his hold on me, pressed his mouth to my throat, and teased me with his tongue before scraping his teeth against my skin.

My wolf melted under his caressing touch, and I shivered, gasping at the way he made me burn for him.

“Watching you go after Desmond is seriously sexy, I hope you know that,” he growled, his lips moving against my neck. He worked his way up towards my ear, and I closed my eyes as the pleasuring heat intensified. “I’m fine, Sara. Yes, it hurt, but I’m fine. He’s buffering; it just took him a moment to situate himself. His word is good. In the grand scheme of things, he was as gentle as he gets.”

A phone rang, and sighing, my mate pulled away from me and reached into his pocket.

“Don’t you even think of answering that, Mr. Sanders,” Desmond called out from the other room.

My mate hissed curses between his teeth, set his phone on the coffee table, and grunted his displeasure. “I hate taking orders from that rat.”

“I heard that.” Moments later, Desmond appeared, confiscated my mate’s phone, and chuckled. “You’ll survive for a week or two. Suffer until then. In the meantime, do keep each other company. I’ll bring your things here and leave them in the foyer. Give me the key to Sara’s room, please.”

Sanders sighed, reached into his pocket again, and pulled out the key to my room. “There.”

“Have fun, puppies.”

Desmond left, and my mate waved his fist at the Fenerec’s back.

“What did he do?” I demanded, snapping my teeth at my mate’s neck. With a soft laugh, he pulled away out of my nipping range. “He hurt you.”

“He did exactly what he threatened. He yanked Seattle’s pack right out from under my ass. It’s not the first time he’s done it; he took over temporarily right after Mary’s death to buffer me from the pack. Then, he did it with the pack aware he was going to. This time, he just went and did exactly what he wanted as usual.” Sighing, my mate relaxed on the couch, closed his eyes, and stretched his legs. “It hurt because every instinct I have as an Alpha is to keep my pack secure. Even allowing him to do it, I couldn’t help fighting it. So, instead of a painless transition, I got my ass handed to me.”

I frowned, and because my wolf had calmed, I followed her lead. “It happened so fast.”

“That’s Desmond for you. He doesn’t draw things out. Quick and painful as hell is his preferred method. He was right, though. With the pack in flux, I couldn’t ward him off long enough for them to help me. By the time they realized I was in trouble, he already had me. Desmond has quarantined me with you, and knowing him, he’s going to make them sit and stew, wondering if he killed me taking over the pack. If they think about it, they’ll know he hasn’t. He has a very aggressive sense of pack justice. Whoever came to the door was probably told to keep their mouth shut, and it’s damned difficult to disobey direct orders from Desmond.”

“Quarantined,” I echoed, my wolf growling at the thought of us being treated like we were diseased. “What do you mean by pack justice?”

My mate cracked open an eye and smiled at me. “Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth, darling. Maybe they didn’t mean to drive you so far, but they did. The bastard is projecting a sick amount of pleasure and satisfaction in my direction. Unless I’m mistaken, all you’re getting is a healthy dose of affection, probably from Wendy, as Desmond’s having far too much fun being a sadist. He’s projecting echoes of it in my direction so I know he’s keeping his word.”

My wolf was basking in the odd source of warmth, which blanketed me when my mate wasn’t touching me. “Oh. Will he hurt them?”

“The only ones you have to worry about tonight is you and me, Sara,” my mate growled. “And I seem to recall it is my duty to feed you tonight, by hand, morsel after morsel, as though you were a Roman Empress and I your slave. You’re going to need a lot of energy for what I have planned for you. By morning, you’re not going to have a single doubt how much I want and need you. And who knows, maybe I’ll show that insufferable Dustin I know far more than he thinks I do. Maybe if you’re really lucky, I’ll dig out a couple of my ties,” he said, narrowing his eyes as he took his time looking me over from head to toe. “I’ve had this urge to catch and tie up a certain stripper ever since I first saw her. My wolf wants to hear you moan, woman, and so do I.”

Had anyone else suggested such a thing to me, it would’ve frightened me, but the idea of Sanders taking control sent my wolf into a lustful frenzy. I trembled, fighting off her need to grab him and put an end to his teasing. Breathless from the effort of staying still, I asked, “And what do you intend to do with the stripper once you catch her?”

“Anything I want. Tonight, I think I’ll just worry about making you feel beautiful, wanted, and desired, and crushing any doubts you might have rattling about in that pretty head of yours. I’ll be forced to enjoy every moment of it. It’s a terrible price to pay, but I’ll suffer for the cause.”

My wolf wanted him now, and no longer able to resist her desires, I crawled onto my mate’s lap, staring at his throat. He took hold of my chin, tilted my head up, and kissed me. Grabbing hold of me, he sat up, twisted, and lowered me to the couch, all without his lips leaving mine. When he finished with me, I panted to catch my breath.

“Not yet, darling. Soon. If I don’t feed you first, you’ll surely fall asleep before I’m finished with you, and that simply won’t do. Maybe I can’t take away your memories of earlier tonight, but I’ll replace them with so many good ones they won’t matter as much. Tomorrow, the day after, and the day after, I’ll do it all over again. I’m going to do my damned best for the rest of our lives to make sure I never give you a reason to ever go away.” He smiled at me, pressing his thumb to my lips. “We Fenerec can live a long time, so prepare yourself, Sara.”


Chapter Twenty
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My mate’s growls woke me, and grumbling a protest, I snuggled closer to him. Filling my nose with his scent, I relaxed when all my wolf could detect was mild annoyance.

“It’s too early to get up,” I mumbled. “Go back to sleep.”

“Good morning, Sara,” Desmond said, and his amusement irritated a growl out of me. “You need to get up. It’s ten.”

Two hours of sleep wasn’t enough to function, and thanks to my mate’s enthusiasm, I was sore and achy from head to toe. “Why do I have to get up?” I whined.

“I require your mate for a phone call, dear.”

“So bring him one of those fucking portable phone thingies, hand it to him, and go away so I can go back to sleep.”

“I believe cell phone is the term you’re looking for. Unfortunately, it’s a conference call.”

“Unacceptable,” I declared, and while my mate stretched and yawned, I wiggled under the blankets so I could nuzzle his throat, making contented noises. “It is sleep time, not social hour. Social hour is at eight, which means I don’t have to be awake until four. Go away.”

“I don’t think I can tell the Shadow Pope you’re unavailable to talk with him because you’re too busy sleeping.”

I tensed, whining at the thought of having to deal with the Inquisition, the Shadow Pope, or anyone related to our business in New York. Shame over what I done at yesterday’s party welled up, and I shook. Sanders rolled, gathering me close, and held me.

“Shh, Sara,” he soothed. “You have nothing to worry about, darling. I’m not going to let anyone do anything to you.”

I felt the bed shift as Desmond sat on the edge near me. “His Eminence fully intends to dress my Third down for the events leading up to last night, and I thought you’d want to at least have a chance to say your piece, Sanders. I kept him as my Third instead of shuffling the pack structure around, planning for when you do manage to take the pack from me. I’m unashamed to confirm I have you two so locked out of the rest of the pack bonds they can’t sense either one of you. This has caused a certain amount of panic and dismay among them. If you’re lucky, you’ll also get to hear me reprimanded for taking over your pack without his permission.”

“You still haven’t told them I’m alive?” Alarm laced my mate’s voice, and he lurched upright, clinging to me so I wouldn’t fall. I growled, snatching at the blanket so I wouldn’t flash Desmond.

“Why would I do that? Each and every one of those mongrels deserves it.”

“Desmond,” my mate whined in protest. I twisted around, baring my teeth while growling at our Alpha.

“Sara, don’t make me put you in your place,” Desmond warned, his eyes glinting yellow.

My wolf, tired of being pushed around, tired of being treated like the lowest rung on the totem, refused to back down, forcing a snarl out of my throat.

“When you figure out where her place is, do let me know,” my mate murmured. He circled his arms around my chest and pulled me against him, ignoring my growls. I twisted around and clamped my teeth onto his chin.

Hissing in pain, my mate remained still until I released him. “Vicious little beast this morning, aren’t you?”

“You’re supposed to be sleeping with me, not talking,” I grumbled.

“Again? You’re insatiable,” he replied, and his scent sweetened with his amusement and pleasure.

While I hadn’t meant it like that, I had no complaints, and while my wolf was more than satisfied, I turned my attention to his throat.

Desmond coughed. “Phone call.”

“More sleep, less talk,” I replied, licking my lips as I contemplated how hard I wanted to nip my mate. It wouldn’t take much to reignite his interest in me, but between me and my wolf, we had figured out the harder we bit him, the more enthusiastic he became.

“Come on, you two. I promised I’d call in.” Desmond checked his watch. “In less than five minutes, actually. Throw on some bathrobes, come to the dining room, and let’s be done with it. Then you can go back to sleep. I will not accept no for an answer. March, both of you.”

Sanders wrinkled his nose. “There will be bodies if anyone makes Sara cry.”

“You may have to wait until we go hunting the witch and rogue Fenerec for that satisfaction. Considering the witch is partially to blame for this situation, she should prove satisfying prey for you.”

I growled, pointing at the doorway, “Out.”

“Five minutes,” Desmond replied, hopping off the edge of the bed. “I will come in here and yank you both out of bed by your ears if I must.”

“He really will,” my mate warned, grumbling curses. Once Desmond was gone, Sanders escaped from the blankets and got out of bed to grab one of the two bathrobes lying on the floor. He tossed the other one to me.

Stifling a groan, I wrapped myself in it, hissing at my sore, stiff muscles. “How the hell can he be so awake?”

My mate laughed. “I have my doubts Wendy kept him awake until eight in the morning.”

“His loss.”

“Enjoyed it, did you?” Smiling, he scooped me up and kissed my cheek. “Seeing you’re wincing just putting on your robe, I shall spare you the indignity of waddling out to the living room. Don’t worry, my dear. Being the lovely Fenerec you are, you should be fully recovered by this evening so I can ravage you again.”

“Promise?”

“As soon as we’re back at the hotel tonight, I promise I will have my way with you. It’ll be difficult to top last night, but I’ll try.” He smiled at me, bounced me in his arms to adjust his hold on me, and carried me to the dining room.

“So, your lady can’t walk on her own this morning?” Desmond asked, arching a brow.

“Forget walking, she had enough trouble getting into her robe,” my mate reported, smirking his satisfaction.

“How late were you two up?”

“I make no promises we won’t snap and snarl at people on the phone,” my mate replied. “Can we do this in the living room? Couches are more comfortable, and in this room, I feel like one of us needs a crown and we should have servants. I’m pretty certain Empress Sara would force us to do menial tasks. This place is really excessive.”

“There is a reason it’s the hotel’s most expensive suite, Sanders,” Desmond replied, scooping his phone up and pocketing it. “Living room it is.”

I ended up stretched on the couch with my head resting on my mate’s lap. Desmond sat on the armchair nearest to us, set his phone on the coffee table, and dialed a number, enabling speakerphone. When the operator answered, he said, “Topside, please. It’s Desmond.”

“Connecting.”

“Good morning, Charles,” the Shadow Pope said. “I have Joseph, your mate, and Chrissy on the line, along with Dustin and Holly. Wendy has mostly filled me in, although she has been remarkably quiet regarding certain key points. Joseph and Chrissy are convinced you killed their Alpha taking over Seattle. Why might this be?”

Desmond put his finger to his lips and glared at my mate, who looked up at the ceiling as though pleading for patience before acknowledging our Alpha with a nod. “Ah, Matthew Sanders. He put up a fight.”

The Shadow Pope sighed. “You’re toying with me, aren’t you?”

“Would I do something like that? Preposterous. Maybe I just wanted to take over Seattle’s pack for the fun of it.” Desmond replied, shaking his head. “He’s alive, and until I determine that the rest of the pack has learned their lesson, he’s my hostage, as is his mate. They’re quarantined and will remain so until I’m satisfied his mate won’t be targeted again. I will not tolerate any more interference with their pairing, unless you really want a Fenerec as cunning and strong as Sanders going completely wild. Should another incident like last night happen, I doubt I’ll be able to control him. I’d be forced to kill him, which is the last thing I want. Without full support and cooperation from the pack, which he currently does not have, I would not be able to contain him without it turning into a lethal conflict, one I would win.”

I tensed, my eyes widening at the thought of them killing my mate. Sanders rested his hand on my throat and massaged me until I relaxed under his touch.

“I see. While Wendy explained Miss Madison attempted suicide last night, she did not fully explain the circumstances leading to this or the severity of her injuries.”

I bit my lip, closed my eyes, and buried my face against Sanders’s stomach, trembling at the reminder of what I had done. What I didn’t understand was why the Shadow Pope was pretending he didn’t know the details; I remembered Desmond and Dustin talking to him the night before.

“I think Dustin is the best to explain the severity of what happened last night,” Desmond replied.

“Of course, Mr. Desmond,” Dustin said, his voice quiet. “She drowned, Your Eminence. Judging from the state of her body after I pulled her out of the ocean, she succumbed to hypothermia before submerging. Had she been human, she would have been declared dead by the time we got her on the shore. Her mate’s stubborn determination saved her, barely. He performed CPR for approximately five minutes before she responded. Mr. Desmond, at my recommendation, forced her to transform from human to wolf and back again to facilitate her recovery.”

“These transformations were necessary?”

“The water temperature was slightly above freezing, sir, which is unseasonably cold for this time of year. If we make the assumption she entered the ocean shortly after the triggering dispute, she was exposed to the water for approximately thirty minutes. In Normals, ten to twenty minutes is sufficient time to cause loss of motor function and potential death. Miss Madison is very lean, sir. The woman simply doesn’t have a speck of excess fat in her body, which puts her at a substantial disadvantage. Fat helps the body maintain its temperature in cold water.”

“Get to the point, Dustin,” the Shadow Pope demanded.

“She technically died from hypothermia before she submerged. Her entire body ceased functioning. I found her fifty feet from shore, sir. While it’s possible she was in shallower water and was swept out, I’m more inclined to believe she intentionally headed for deeper water. Anyway, in Normals, brain cells begin to die within a minute without oxygen. Let’s assume she was breathing until the moment she submerged. It took approximately five minutes to resuscitate her, which is two minutes longer than Normals can withstand without substantial brain damage. It took me approximately a minute to get her out of the water once we found her. What I do not know is if she had already drowned prior to Mr. Sanders becoming aware of his mate’s plight. Fortunately, the fact she succumbed to hypothermia may have helped her survivability. In short, her body temperature dropped low enough fast enough to allow organ recovery.”

“So, you’re essentially telling me she didn’t attempt suicide, but that she successfully suicided.”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying, sir. Considering the compromised state of their mating bond due to the pack’s interference, it doesn’t surprise me it took her death for him to realize the severity of her situation. This was compounded by the fact she wanted to die, so she did not perceive danger. If she had perceived a threat or danger, it would have reflected to him through the mating bond. As her wolf was likewise driven to suicide, he had no way of knowing her intent. A Normal would have had little to no chance of resuscitation, sir. It was touch and go for a few minutes, but she did, ultimately, survive.”

I clutched at my mate’s robe, fighting against the urge to sob about what I had done. Working his arms under me, my mate lifted me up and cradled me against him. “Shh, darling. It’s okay,” he whispered.

Rising from his chair, Desmond sat on the arm of the couch, reached out, and gripped the back of my neck. The warm sensation my wolf so loved intensified, soothing her.

“And her situation now?” The Shadow Pope’s displeasure deepened his voice.

“Physically, I expect she’ll be fully recovered sometime today, sir. Mentally and emotionally? I can’t answer that question for you. Considering the trauma she has endured, she may not recover. I strongly recommend you remove both Mr. Sanders and Miss Madison from this operation, sir. While she’s physically capable of dealing with the gala, she may not remain stable on a hunt of the scale we’re planning. The best thing for her at this point is time with her mate.”

“I’ll consider it. Miss Madison and Mr. Sanders are critical for at least the early stage of the operation. I approve their removal from the operation as soon as the targets have been identified. Since Miss Madison is the primary target of our unknown quarry, having her present is necessary. That said, considering Mr. Simons is of the belief Mr. Sanders was killed during the takeover of Seattle’s pack, I think it’s necessary to confirm both of them are actually alive,” the Shadow Pope replied.

Without releasing me, Desmond nodded to my mate, who sighed. “Hello, sir.”

“Ah, good morning, Matthew. Listening in, were you?”

“Not by choice, I assure you. I’ve had maybe two hours of sleep and no coffee,” he growled.

“What is your mate’s condition?”

“She’s alive,” he replied, his voice as tense as his body.

Dustin cleared his throat. “Accept it for the victory it is, sir.”

“Very well. How did this escalate to this level?” Something crumpled on the other end of the line, and the Shadow Pope sighed. “Why can’t I get nice phone calls about you, Mr. Sanders? I’m at the point I don’t want to hear your name unless I’m being told there’s a wedding or some other good piece of news.”

“We have a saying in Vegas, sir,” Holly stated. “Where a Desmond goes, trouble follows. Unfortunately, it seems Mr. Sanders is the one troubled by the Desmond curse this time.”

“Cute, Holly,” Desmond grumbled.

“It’s true, sir.”

“It may be true, but you don’t have to say it,” my Alpha complained. “The reason for the escalation, sir, I feel is a compound problem. Mr. Sanders is a rather hot and desired commodity among bitches, as you’re well aware. Seattle’s pack has several bitches, both Fenerec-born and Fenerec, who have expressed interest in him. The fact an unknown, young bitch sank her teeth into him likely didn’t sit well with them. Considering Matthew’s nature and her circumstances, they’re an excellent pairing. She had actually caught his interest before she became a Fenerec, sir.”

“While I’m aware she’s a rogue-born, are there other circumstances I should be aware of?”

Desmond sighed. “Joseph, Chrissy, I will be expecting you to discreetly pass this information to the rest of the pack, along with a very thorough explanation on why your attitudes will change immediately. Am I understood?”

“Yes, sir,” they replied in a whisper.

“Sir, she’s not a rogue-born in the traditional sense. Being blunt, sir, she was the prey of rogues. They were eating her alive when she spontaneously changed. There is a reason we discourage rituals during the hours surrounding the peak of a blood moon. There was no ritual involved with her becoming a Fenerec. To fight the Fenerec killing her, she became a Fenerec. Due to Mr. Sanders’s interest in her, I arranged things so he might meet her again. That was when we discovered she was one of our kind, and I felt it wise to further encourage his interest. It seems she was likewise interested in him prior to her conversion, which resulted in the mating bond taking hold as soon as they were left alone in the same room together for more than five minutes.”

I blushed, and my mate pulled away and smiled at me before dipping his head down to kiss my throat. Closing my eyes, I sighed at the pleasant shivers he sent coursing through me. He nipped me once, but instead of the surge of lust I expected, every muscle in my body relaxed, and I slumped against him. His contented scent filled my nose, and he held me close. After a moment, Desmond eased his grip on me and returned to his chair.

“You can’t leave them in the same room together without one of them trying to start something,” my Alpha admitted in a wry tone. “I confess it affected my decision to takeover Seattle’s pack temporarily. He needs the time to settle down as much as she needs the time to recover from this month. I’m considering it a mating gift to the both of them, while also ensuring there are no future incidents. It will give us a chance to teach her and her wolf how to function in a pack, as she does not have many of the instincts traditional Fenerec do, True-born included.”

“What do you meant by that?”

“Traditionally, Fenerec determine their rank in the pack during their first hunt, which coincides with the performance of their ritual. Miss Madison never went through a ritual and has never been on a hunt. However, after observing her interactions with myself, Wendy, and her mate, I’ve come to the conclusion she would have found integration into the pack difficult at best.”

My mate growled, tightening his hold on me. “What do you mean by that, Desmond?”

“Settle down, Sanders. Think about it. What happened when we first found her and Wendy introduced herself as a wolf?”

I wrinkled my nose at the memory.

“She submitted,” my mate replied. “She showed immediate submissive tendencies.”

“And when I suggested she sleep with me?”

Growling, I twisted in Sanders’s arms to glare at Desmond.

“I do believe she sincerely tried to rip your face off. I think she’s still mad at you over that stunt, Desmond.”

“She bit the hell out of you at Rob’s place, too.”

“As is her right as my mate.”

“She’s attacked me at least three times so far,” Desmond commented, grinning at me. “I’m the biggest wolf on this block, and she’s utterly unafraid of me. Now why might that be?”

“Because you’re an idiot, and she knows you aren’t going to do a single thing to her,” Wendy commented. “Stop taunting them.”

“Don’t ruin my fun, Wendy.”

“She attacked you?” the Shadow Pope blurted.

“She’s delightfully vicious when she wants to be,” my Alpha reported, his tone pleased. “She tends to get most riled up when she thinks I’m doing something to her mate. You should have seen her last night when I yanked Seattle’s pack away from him. With her exhausted, stressed, and hungry, it still took both of us to control her. It was justified, since she got the backlash of the takeover. She thought I was actually hurting him when I wasn’t.”

“I’m impressed with your restraint, Mr. Desmond,” the Shadow Pope replied.

“I was aware of the possibility of her attacking me over it. I had bitten her to prevent it, but it seems she’s very determined when she needs to be. That’s the problem with Fenerec like her, sir, and the reason why things escalated as they did.”

“I am failing to understand what you’re so subtly hinting at, Desmond. Just tell us, or we’ll be playing guessing games all morning.”

“The reason for what she did last night is simple. Her role in the pack is to fix problems. Unfortunately, she perceived herself as the problem due to the influence of jealous, petty wolves. In her desperation, she demanded to be removed from the pack, but when it didn’t go over well with her mate, she snapped. She came to the conclusion the only solution to the problem was to permanently remove herself from the equation.”

“She’s submissive,” the Shadow Pope said.

“She has those traits, sir.” Desmond smiled at me. “It took me a few weeks to start suspecting it, although Wendy knew right away. She, however, didn’t see fit to tell me.”

“Don’t ruin my fun, Charles.”

“Get on with it, Desmond,” the Shadow Pope ordered.

“I suggest Seattle’s pack get their shit together and do it fast, because the instant the other packs find out Sanders will petition to leave Seattle to keep his mate happy, every pack on the continent will be after him, with Yellowknife being the most dangerous contender. When they find out his mate is an Omega, there will be a full-scale war between the packs to have them, sir.”
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My mate sat stunned and quiet, his pupils dilated as he stared at Desmond. The silence stretched, seconds slipping to minutes. My wolf worried, and whining, I grabbed hold of his shoulders, tugging on him. When he didn’t respond to me, I whimpered. Desmond sighed. “We’re going to need a few minutes on our end. I’m muting the phone, so keep on talking, I’m listening.”

“Hang up. I’ll call you back when we need you again,” the Shadow Pope ordered. “I think I’ve heard enough from you to be able to handle the majority of the discussion from this point.”

“Yes, sir.” Desmond reached over and hung up. “That was delightful.”

“Sanders?” I pulled on my mate again, and when he continued to stare at Desmond, I nipped his chin at my wolf’s insistence. He flinched, ducking away from my teeth.

“Sorry, I’m okay. Really,” he muttered, shaking his head as though to clear it. “Desmond, did you say what I think you said?”

“That your mate is an Omega? Why, I do believe I mentioned something like that. Is there a problem?”

My mate spluttered. Confused, I turned to Desmond, baring my teeth at him. “Explain.”

Sanders took hold of my hands and brought my fingers to his lips, kissing each one in turn before sliding his way up my arms to pull me to him. “You are the most marvelous, radiant creature on Earth.”

“Even when Sanders isn’t leading the pack, he’s still an Alpha; it’s the type of Fenerec he is. He’s so dominant he has developed a whole new set of instincts above those possessed by normal dominants. Most Fenerec are dominant or submissive. Omegas aren’t exactly the opposite of Alphas, but it’s close. They’re the Alpha form of a submissive with a few notable differences. Unlike regular submissive Fenerec, you don’t have a set rank within the pack. You’ll often fall to the bottom, but when it’s needed, you can dominate anyone, including Alphas like your mate. If you’re really desperate and know what you’re doing, you might even be able to take me out for a while. Omegas are rare, but they’re truly invaluable in a pack. Unlike Alphas, no one can work to become an Omega. You’re either born one or you are not. Because of that, Omegas are even more prized than True-born. If you had not mated to Sanders, when people found out you existed, every unmated male would have been competing for you and the right to bring you into their pack.”

It was my turn to stare at Desmond, baffled by his explanation. “I don’t understand.”

He chuckled. “You will fit any role in the pack to keep things balanced and in order. When a Fenerec needs someone more submissive to protect, you’ll fit that role. Once the pack issues are settled, you’ll be invaluable to Chrissy, who is always at the bottom. She’ll come to you when she has the desire to protect someone. Submissive Fenerec without someone beneath them have a bunch of instincts they have to suppress. Most importantly, Omegas don’t the run risk of actually running wild and completely losing their humanity to their wolf, not like other Fenerec do. Because of that, you’ll eventually be able to help other Fenerec control their wolves even better than witches can.”

I scowled at the thought of having to go anywhere near the other members of Seattle’s pack. “Wonderful.”

“When Sanders becomes unhinged—which does happen from time to time—you can take over his responsibilities as Alpha temporarily, keeping the rest of the pack in line while he rests. In short, I won’t have to come kick his ass quite so often, and if you’re having trouble with him, it means I really need to come straighten him out.”

My mate huffed. “I do not come unhinged, thank you.”

“Don’t make me count the number of times this month you’ve lost control, Matthew. Of course, all of them were directly related to your mate jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire, but that’s a different matter altogether. At least you’re easier to handle than Richard. But, with you around, Sara, neither Sanders nor Richard will be nearly as much of a problem to deal with.”

“You are not giving my mate to Richard,” Sanders growled, hugging me possessively.

“If you, in a freakish fit of desperation, decide to leave Seattle’s pack, I’ll be giving both of you to Richard to prevent the packs from going ballistic. If Yellowknife’s pack didn’t give people nightmares before, adding you to it certainly will. For now, I will only temporarily borrow her to stop my daughter from electrocuting his fuzzy ass when he loses his shit. I’ve had enough burnt-fur smell in my house to last a lifetime. It’s better for everyone involved.”

“I will consider a temporary loan of my mate for Richard’s sake, but it’ll cost you the keys to your Mercedes until she’s safely home. I may also steal Richard’s Porsche for the same amount of time in retaliation.”

“Richard is your son-in-law, isn’t he?” I asked.

“He’s also Yellowknife’s Alpha, the second strongest Alpha on the continent, second to me. Sanders ranks number three, nipping right at Richard’s tail. Number four is a far cry below Sanders, and I don’t think Jeff could take out Sanders under any circumstances. Alone, Sanders is more than a match for Jeff even with his pack backing him.”

I considered my mate, watching him through narrowed eyes. “Who is Jeff?”

“Atlanta’s Alpha.”

“Why are you, Sanders, and Richard so much stronger than Jeff?”

“I’m a True-born, as is Richard. Sanders is simply a freak,” Desmond replied.

“My freak,” I murmured, leaning against my mate and resting my chin on his shoulder.

My mate sighed and leaned back against the couch, tilting his head back. “Necessity, Sara. Seattle is a large pack. When I took it over, there were twenty of us. There were a lot of rogues in the area. My predecessor didn’t control his territory well. When I moved to Seattle, I had no idea what the situation was. I was under orders from the Inquisition to clean up the rogues, subjugate the ones who weren’t too wild to save, and integrate them with Seattle’s pack.”

I eyed his exposed throat, licking my lips.

Desmond cleared his throat. “No morning snacks, Sara. You can wait a while, surely.”

“So, what happened?” I asked, and instead of using my teeth, I ran my fingertips along the line of his jaw, enjoying the roughness of his morning stubble.

My mate snorted. “Seattle’s Alpha didn’t like me in his territory cleaning up his mess. I hadn’t even subjugated my fifth Fenerec before he came after me with his entire pack in tow. We fought. He died. I didn’t. A temporary assignment turned into a permanent one. I rounded up the rest of the rogues and made a proper pack of them; the ones who didn’t like me, I sent to the Inquisition to be dealt with. Those who didn’t want to go to the Inquisition were killed.”

Chuckling, Desmond propped his feet up on the coffee table. “What he’s not telling you is that he didn’t know who or what I was, and in his effort to clean up Seattle, he came across me and picked a fight. The Inquisition forgot to mention I was around. I cleaned the poor pup’s clock before returning him to his pack. He didn’t speak to me for at least ten years after that.”

“Really?”

Desmond smirked. “Normally, new Alphas will work their way up the pack ranks. Some stay as Seconds or Thirds for a while and then forced to take up the mantle of Alpha when theirs is killed in some dispute or another. Sanders wasn’t even all that dominant when he came to Seattle—he was dominant enough to subjugate some rogue puppies who had no idea how to defend themselves. He’s now a far better Alpha than his predecessor to say the least. At the time, I was so amused by him I may have harassed him a bit while he was settling in.”

“A bit?” Sanders growled. “The fucking freak is you, Desmond. You stalked me for ten years until I got tired of having you for a shadow. Sometimes, I’d come home from work and find you sitting on my doorstep. Other times, I’d get ready to pick Mary up from work only to discover you had done it, dominating her to get her into your car. She did not appreciate that at all, by the way. When I finally got tired of it, Mary and I made it halfway though Oregon before you caught me, hauled me back to Seattle, and locked me in your house. You left Wendy to collect Mary and take her back to our house. What a pain in my ass! If I had known all you wanted was some poor son of a bitch to have coffee with you, I would have surrendered sooner.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

I couldn’t help myself; I giggled at the thought of Desmond chasing after my mate.

“Traitor,” my mate accused, flicking his fingers along my side where he had discovered I was particularly ticklish. I squealed, arching to escape him. He shoved me hard enough to send me sprawling on the couch. Grabbing my ankle in a vice-tight grip, he stroked a finger along the bottom of my foot. I shrieked, thrashing in my effort to free myself. With each touch of his hand, I gasped until I finally burst into helpless giggles. “That’ll teach you to laugh at Desmond’s cruelty, woman!”

“Hey, I make good coffee,” Desmond said. “I only smacked you around a little. I wanted to see if you had solidified your hold on your pack. I am pleased to report you did a very good job with them.”

“Mercy,” I choked out, gasping for breath.

Sanders released my foot, grabbed me by my waist, and hoisted me back onto his lap. “I suppose I will be merciful, but only this once.”

Once I caught my breath, I asked, “So you went through all that just to bring him home for coffee?”

Smiling at me, Desmond shook his head. “Not quite. The Inquisition had asked me to intervene with Yellowknife, and considering the circumstances at the time, Sanders was the best choice to establish a relationship with their Alpha—Richard’s predecessor. After that, I insisted he join me every Sunday morning for coffee, right up until my daughters were born. Once they came around, I wisely invaded his home. His coffee is an abomination compared to mine, dear, so prepare yourself for a lifetime of suffering and misfortune for your tastebuds.”

The phone rang, and heaving a sigh, Desmond lurched forward, answered it, and then activated the speakerphone. “Desmond.”

“We’re ready to go over the operation details,” the Shadow Pope said. “Is everything fine over there?”

“We’re set, sir,” Desmond replied. “What are the changes to our plan?”

“Considering Miss Madison’s situation, I want her participation limited. I will be having papers couriered to your hotel. They should arrive within the hour. Mr. Sanders, Miss Madison, I expect you to sign all of them. Desmond, you and your mate will serve as witnesses. The courier will be fully qualified to oversee the entire process.”

“What’s this about?” Desmond demanded, and for a brief moment, I was aware of a heat in the back of my head, which my wolf identified as anger.

“Insurance,” the Shadow Pope replied. “I’m protecting Miss Madison as much as possible. You’ll understand when you see the papers. You have some signing to do yourself. Considering I was up half the night making these arrangements, I expect an appropriate amount of gratitude. I’ll enjoy listening to you choke while you express it, Charles.”

With a scowl, Desmond flipped his middle finger at his phone. “How do you plan on using my pack?”

“You, Wendy, Mr. Sanders, and Miss Madison will attend the gala tonight. You will arrive in pairs ten minutes apart. Sanders and his mate will arrive last. Mingle and draw attention to yourself, Miss Madison. Your only job is to flush out our quarry. Once we have him—or them—identified, you and Sanders will leave the party. That will be the signal for the ops teams grab the rogues we’ve identified. Desmond and Sanders, you will be responsible for photographing the targets with your phones.”

“What about me?” Wendy demanded.

“You’re on guard duty. While you can photograph suspected targets, I want your full attention on Miss Madison. She does not leave the main areas without you shadowing her.”

“That sounds very…simple,” I said, unable to keep the worry out of my voice.

“Your part is very simple, Miss Madison. Unfortunately, over the years I’ve learned that even the most simple of plans can blow up in our faces. Normally, I would say I’m not expecting any trouble, but someone has invested a very substantial amount of money to acquire you alive. Someone able to finance such an expensive endeavor is a dangerous enemy. Until we know who wants you and why, you’re the one at risk. I can’t guarantee your safety. While your role is the most simple, it’s the most likely to have something go catastrophically wrong. Make no mistake, whoever wants you is extremely dangerous, and I have the feeling they will not stop until we catch them and put an end to them once and for all.”


Chapter Twenty-One
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When Desmond left the suite, I groaned my relief, stretched out on the couch. I hung my head over the arm, staring at the floor in a numb daze. “So tired,” I whined.

Straddling my knees, Sanders ran his hands over my back, massaging at my sore, tense muscles. I groaned, going limp as he kneaded away the tension. “Thirty minutes until the courier is supposed to show up, then we can get some sleep. They better let us sleep, or we’ll be useless tonight.”

“It’s all your fault. You’re irresistible, and you kept nipping me, you fiend,” I mumbled.

“Says you, my delightfully evil temptress. I think you were experimenting to see how crazy you could drive me with your biting. I was simply retaliating, finishing what you started.”

“You passed out first,” I replied, smug. “After all of that posturing, too.”

“I underestimated how insatiable you are, darling. I will make efforts to appropriately exhaust you in the future. I accept your challenge, and I’m sure you’ll enjoy it almost as much as I will.”

“What I don’t understand is why everyone thinks tonight’s party is where we’ll find these rogues,” I grumbled, plunking my elbows on the arm and swinging my hands back and forth restlessly.

“The Shadow Pope did the investigative work, so I can’t tell you the why. But, the party fit the timeline for what your asshole ex-boss said about New York, and this was the most expensive, elitist shindig the Shadow Pope could find. It’s a good fit, so we’re trying it. If the rogues are here, we’ll find them. What I hate is the fact you’re the fucking bait to lure them out.”

“I’ll be all right. You, Desmond, and Wendy will be there.”

“I’ll worry every minute, especially as you have this horrible tendency to get kidnapped whenever I turn my head. Obviously, I need to lock you up, since you’re so damned beautiful everyone wants you even though you’re mine.” Continuing to massage his way up my back, my mate dropped kisses on the back of my neck. “We’ll find whoever was behind what happened in Vegas. When we do, they won’t bother us anymore. I’ll take you home to Seattle. If you don’t like my house, we’ll sell it and buy one we both like. You’ll go to school, get that degree you want, and the only person you’ll dance for is me. I’ll even buy you a pole if you want.”

“Flamenco,” I stated.

“Flamenco?”

“I like it. I like waltzing, I like ballet, I like flamenco, and I like swing dancing. Swing dancing requires a partner. We could take classes together.”

“I have two left feet, darling.”

“I refuse to believe it. You simply haven’t had a good teacher.”

“If you want a partner with two left feet, I suppose I will have to humiliate myself for you,” he conceded. “I don’t suppose you know how to use a gun, do you?”

“Point and pull the trigger. Beyond that, no. Never shot one in my life.”

“That puts giving you a weapon to carry firmly in the not happening department,” he grumbled. “I’ll get on my knees and beg Desmond, Amber, or Lisa to teach you.”

“Amber? Lisa?”

“Amber is a witch. Lisa is one of Desmond’s daughters. Both of them are frighteningly good with guns. Nicolina, Desmond’s eldest daughter, is likewise terrifying, but she’s a bit more volatile. Amber is Nicolina’s witch. Nicolina is also Richard’s mate, and easily one of the most dangerous women alive.”

“Desmond has a scary family,” I stated.

“They’re good people. Slightly twisted, but good people. I think you’ll like them. Honestly, I’m regretting I didn’t call Richard about this fucking operation. This is far more up his alley than mine. His mate gets into almost as much trouble as you do. Please don’t team up with her.”

“You’re the only one I need,” I grumbled.

Laughing, Sanders kissed the back of my neck again. “Give it some time.” The doorbell rang and my mate sighed. “I bet that’s the courier. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Grumbling complaints under my breath, I sat up, adjusted my bathrobe to make certain I was fully covered, and waited.

When Sanders returned, it was with Desmond, Wendy, and a young man in a suit with brown hair and eyes. Like my mate, he had a rugged edge to him, and my nose informed me he was also a Fenerec. I tensed, shifting my gaze to my mate. He smiled at me, taking a seat at my side.

“Mr. Sanders, Miss Madison, I am Peter Menoir. I have some paperwork for you to sign. I’ll try to keep it as brief as possible.” Setting his briefcase down on the coffee table, he opened it, and began spreading out documents in front of me.

“Mr. Menoir is a judge and former attorney,” Desmond explained, sitting on the other side of my mate while Wendy took over one of the armchairs. “The Inquisition has some arrangements with the federal government regarding certain documentation. Mr. Menoir is in charge of your file. Considering the circumstances, the Shadow Pope wants no loose ends.”

“Our first order of business is your pseudonym, Miss Madison. We have established a rough timeline for the usage of your less-than-legal ID, have retroactively dated and filed for a legal change of name, and processed a legal identification for you. Due to the nature of your relationship with Mr. Sanders, we had a Washington driver’s license drawn up for you, with Mr. Sanders’s home as your place of residence.”

I stared at my mate with wide eyes. With a frown, he leaned towards the judge, resting his elbows on his knees. “She doesn’t know how to drive.”

“I’m certain you can rectify the situation, Mr. Sanders. Miss Madison, I have dated this document to have been processed a month prior to your acquisition of your Washington ID. Furthermore, your Nevada ID was legalized and entered into the system, along with filings with the IRS with all taxes marked as paid in full. We estimated your earnings to fall in line with living wage in the Las Vegas, Nevada region.” The judge offered me a clipboard, a pen, and a sheet of paper. “Technically, these have already been filed in the system, but we require your signature on everything.”

I went cold at the sight of my birth name printed on the page.

Not even my mate knew who I had once been. Looking up from the sheet, I stared at the judge. “How did you get this information?”

“You can thank Mr. Desmond, Miss Madison.”

I turned my full attention to Desmond.

With a smile, he reached over and pressed his finger to my nose. “I simply did some detective work, dear. You had a very strong reaction against going to New York, so I assumed you had a history in the area. Considering your mild accent, I figured you were born somewhere on island; perhaps Manhattan. I knew when you arrived in Las Vegas, so I looked into missing women from the New York area, narrowed my search to affluent families, and when I realized the age listed on your ID was incorrect, was able to pinpoint your previous identity. I cross-referenced with some photographs I found.”

My mate took the paper and read it over. “Sara Watson. I prefer Madison.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to get used to other forms of address, Mr. Sanders. Please, sign so we can proceed, Miss Madison. I’d like to get these back to the courthouse and couriered to the appropriate locations before this afternoon.”

Incapable of understanding my dismay and irritation with the situation, my wolf encouraged me to get on with it. Growling, I grabbed the pen. “What the hell name do I sign with?”

“Watson for that paper, Miss.”

It had been years since I had signed using my birth name, but my hand remembered what to do. Disgusted, I tossed the sheet onto the coffee table.

“These legalize your Nevada license,” the judge explained, handing over a new set of sheets. “Sign using your Madison signature.”

I skimmed the pages, and satisfied they were what the judge claimed, I scribbled my signature. “At least they’re already filled out, I guess.”

“You’ll appreciate that in a moment, Miss.” Taking back the sheets, he handed me a huge stack of papers, which were stapled in groups. “Your taxes for the past few years.”

Once again, I skimmed through the papers, muttering curses under my breath as I signed each one.

“These are the documents you’ll either love or hate,” the judge said, pulling out several sheets. “In order to give Mr. Sanders the legal ability to act in your interests, His Eminence has decided the most efficient method was to push through a legal union, effective a little over a month ago.”

“Legal union?” I demanded, snatching for the papers Mr. Menoir held out to me. It took one look at the header to realize what he meant. “This is a marriage certificate,” I blurted.

“Issued in the state of Nevada, which has the laxest rules regarding marriage. I will require you both to sign. Once you sign, Mr. and Mrs. Desmond will need to sign as witnesses.”

My mate’s scent soured with his annoyance. “I want to marry her properly,” he snarled. “I haven’t even had a chance to propose.”

“If the papers annoy you, the set of wedding rings and engagement ring included to maintain appearances at the party will drive you insane, sir,” the judge replied, smirking. “It’s futile, Mr. Sanders. His Eminence offers his apologizes and promises he will make it up to you two with a notable investment in your actual wedding ceremony and your honeymoon.”

“You’ve been set up,” Desmond said, grinning at me. “Sorry, dear.”

“How long have you been cooking this up, Desmond?” My mate growled with every breath. At my wolf’s insistence, I echoed his growl before nipping his chin.

“I think your mate thinks you protest too much, Sanders. You’re so fond of saying she’s yours. Sign the papers and she is, in every sense of the word.”

Snatching the pen, my mate signed, baring his teeth. “I will have my revenge, Desmond, and I’ll recruit your daughters—yes, both of them—to help me get it.”

“Sign, Sara,” Desmond said, gesturing to the sheet. “Then you can relax because all of those other poor bitches will have zero ability to make moves on your male.”

My wolf’s eagerness infected me. “I suppose I would have done it at some point anyway,” I teased, glancing at my mate out of the corner of my eye and taking the pen and paper from him.

“You suppose?” he demanded.

After signing the papers, I passed them over to Desmond. “You can tell His Eminence we will be expecting him to pay for the entirety of the wedding and the honeymoon,” I informed the judge. “I’m sure Mr. Desmond can help me make it as elaborate as possible.”

“Vicious beast,” my mate said, his voice lightening with his approval. “Since you can’t snap your teeth at him directly, you’re attacking his wallet.”

“I will make certain he is aware of your demand, Mrs. Sanders.”

I sucked in a breath, blushing at being addressed by Sanders’s name. When I stared at my mate, he smiled at me, reaching out to stroke my cheek. I closed my eyes and leaned into his touch.

“What’s next on the agenda?” Desmond asked.

“Properties,” the judge declared.

I contemplated ignoring everyone but my mate, sighed, and opened my eyes. “I don’t have any properties.”

“You do now, Mrs. Sanders. First, there is the matter of your existing home, Mr. Sanders. This adds your wife’s name to the deed, dated a week after your marriage. I think you’ll find your new mortgage terms pleasing.”

“Explain yourself. My house is paid off,” my mate growled. “It has been for at least ten years.”

“It’s a relic,” the judge retorted. “A relic which is unsuitable for someone of your stature. His Eminence was, how should I phrase this, bored. He decided the matter of your home was a Seattle pack matter, so he took some steps. First, seeing as he is well aware you will not accept charity, he authorized us to make an arrangement to extend a home equity loan on your current property, rolling it in to a traditional mortgage to protect you. With those funds, he arranged the acquisition of a rather nice property with an even nicer mortgage arrangement. In short, the Shadow Pope is your lender, and should you hunt him down and kill him for his interference, you’ll be clear and free of any and all debts on both properties. However, due to our race’s lengthy lifespan, you have a hundred year term and no interest on the properties. Seeing as he wants to surprise you, I’m afraid I have been forced to cover the address of your new acquisition.”

My mate spluttered. “What?”

“I’m only disappointed I didn’t think of such a scheme first,” Desmond grumbled.

“He can’t do that,” my mate protested, pointing at the papers.

“He already has. The documents are dated a week after your marriage. I’m afraid you’ll simply have to accept it for what it is.”

Narrowing his eyes, Sanders glared at the intimidatingly large stack of papers. “You can’t just buy a property overnight.”

“My, my. He begins to understand,” the judge murmured, pushing the first of the stacks to my mate. “I have marked where you must sign with orange highlighter, Mr. Sanders. Your wife’s signature goes where I have marked with yellow highlighter. His Eminence has been working on this acquisition since he learned of your mate’s successful hunting of you. Mrs. Sanders, please remember to use your married name for these documents.”

“See, Sanders? I hunted you. That makes you my property,” I murmured. When my mate hesitated, I grabbed the papers out of his hand, stole the pen, and went on a hunt for yellow lines. “Do I get a deed of sale for my successful hunting of Mr. Sanders?”

“That’s typically what a marriage certificate is, Mrs. Sanders.”

“I’m pretty sure that him rights to my person,” I complained, signing my name and flipping through the pages again to make sure I hadn’t missed any yellow lines. “I thought there were supposed to be things like offers on the property.”

“They’re in the never-ending stack of things for you to sign.”

“Sign the papers, Sanders,” Desmond ordered. “You did want to take your wife back to bed before the party tonight, didn’t you?”

“Dare I ask if there are any other surprises in that briefcase?” my mate growled, taking the pen out of my hands.

“Only the documents for your wife’s car, sir, which you will discreetly teach her how to drive.”

“A car?” I blurted.

“You will require one, Mrs. Sanders, so His Eminence saw fit to get you one. As I said, he was bored and seems to think I have an endless supply of time on my hands.”

“What kind of car?” my mate demanded.

“Ten bucks says it’s a Mercedes,” Desmond announced.

Wendy laughed and shook her head. “He would.”

“Alas, it is not a Mercedes,” the judge replied, pulling an envelope out of his briefcase and offering it to me. “You will find photographs of the vehicle, the papers you need to sign, and your insurance information inside. His Eminence picked the vehicle in order to offer you a competitive edge with Mrs. Murphy, I’m afraid.”

“It’s a Porsche, isn’t it?” my mate groaned.

I ripped open the envelope and peeked inside, digging out a set of photographs. To my relief, it was an elegant silver-gray instead of the reds and yellows I expected with sportier four-door cars.

“Alfa Romeo,” Mr. Menoir replied. “He felt a luxury mid-size would be wise, considering she is a beginning driver. It’s an automatic with enough under the hood to give Mrs. Murphy’s Porsche some competition despite its class. It’ll be delivered in three to four weeks to your new property. Should you be honeymooning, His Eminence will have it parked in your garage, Mr. Desmond.”

“I can’t pronounce the model of this car,” I grumbled, looking over the documents.

“It’s Italian. Don’t worry; I don’t know how to pronounce it, either.”

“Why?” I blurted. “Why do all of this?”

“That’s for you to take up with him, Mrs. Sanders. I’m just the bearer of news and overseer of signings.”

Desmond grinned. “Just sign the papers before Mr. Menoir loses his nerve due to all of your growling, Sanders. For all he’s a judge, he’s not dominant. Be nice.”

My mate quieted, and while I was aware of how unsettled he was, he did as he was told.
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I fell asleep three times before we finished signing the papers; Sanders nipped me awake when I was needed. By the time Desmond, Wendy, and Mr. Menoir left, I was so exhausted I had no memory of making it to bed.

Sometime later, Wendy prodded me awake; she persisted until I rolled to escape her and sprawled over my mate with grumbled protests. He wrapped his arms around me, nuzzling my neck when I rested my weight on top of him.

“It’s time to wake up,” Desmond’s mate said, clapping her hands together. “You both need a shower. Dustin needs to look you over, Sara, and you need to get dressed for the party tonight. There’s also the matter of food, which arrived a few minutes ago.”

“What time is it?” my mate mumbled, rolling us over so I ended up beneath him. He relaxed, squirming until he could rest his cheek on my shoulder. “If it’s before four, I refuse to let her out of bed. Mine.”

“Fifteen after four, Sanders. Up, up. If you’re not up in five, I’m sending Charles in.”

After Wendy left, Sanders sighed and kissed me, stirring my wolf’s interest in him. I wrapped my arms around him. “Think five minutes is enough time?” I asked, licking his throat.

“Not nearly, you saucy little bitch. You will wait until tonight when I can dedicate proper time and care to you. With luck, we won’t have to be at the party for very long so we can get back to the hotel early. You know, I’ve always wanted to do wonderfully terrible things to a woman in the back of a limousine. Let’s check that off our list tonight.” Untangling himself from my embrace, he got up, wrapping up in a bathrobe before tossing mine onto the bed. “Think you’re up for walking yet?”

“Beast,” I murmured, grabbing my robe. While I was still a little sore and achey, it wasn’t as bad as it had been that morning. “I’ll manage, I’m sure. I’m more worried you won’t have the energy to keep up with me.”

“Maybe I enjoy carrying you,” he said, smiling at me.

“If it makes you happy, I suppose I don’t mind,” I replied, giggling. Instead of sweeping me off my feet, he tossed me over his shoulder. “I didn’t mean like that!”

“Harder for you to escape me this way,” he informed me, carrying me out of the room while I drummed my hands against his back. “That feels pretty good. Don’t stop.”

Desmond, Wendy, Dustin, and Holly were in the dining room with a staggering number of covered platters. Sanders lowered me onto one of the chairs, kissing me before taking the seat beside me.

“I see Stud Muffin has been busy,” Dustin stated, snickering. “I hope she’ll be able to walk by the time you go to the party tonight. It’ll be awkward if you have to carry her everywhere.”

“Maybe,” my mate replied. “I’m fine with carrying her everywhere. If I’m holding her, no one will steal her from me.”

I yawned. “It’s Desmond’s fault. He drove us out of bed early.”

“Ten is not early, Sara.”

Sniffing daintily, I reached for one of the platters. “It is when you didn’t get to sleep until eight.”

Desmond arched a brow at me. “And what prevented you from going to sleep until eight?”

Turning my attention to Wendy, I matched my new Alpha’s expression. “Did you find out if he kept the receipts for your daughters?”

Dustin roared his laughter. “I like this bitch, Holly.”

“Well, I know what I’m doing tonight,” Desmond growled, staring at his mate’s throat. “I refuse to be outclassed by my Second.”

“I’m pretty certain it’s not a competition, sir,” Holly said, the corners of her mouth twitching. After several moments, she grinned.

“He’s just jealous,” Wendy said, shaking her head as she took one of the platters for herself. “Charles, darling, don’t compete with the newly mated. You can’t win against enthusiastic puppies.”

“How are you going to judge this competition?” Dustin asked. “I volunteer to serve as a judge.”

“No, you won’t,” Desmond growled. “Bad witch.”

“I apologize for him, sir.”

My mate took hold of my hand and nipped the tips of my fingers. “Do not underestimate me, Dustin.”

“I try to avoid making the same mistake twice.”

“If we are done embarrassing Mrs. Sanders, can we have lunch? I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” Holly said.

“I’m supposed to be embarrassed?” I asked my mate.

“I’m not.” Releasing my hand, Sanders gathered several of the dishes and placed them in front of me. “Eat.”

Desmond regarded the collection of plates with a frown. “I don’t think we ordered enough.”

“I’m not that hungry,” I reported, lifting the lid off the first dish to discover steak and lobster. “What I don’t understand is how I’m supposed to tell who I’m flushing out at this stupid party.”

“That’s for us to worry about. You just mingle and give us a chance to scope out anyone watching you. We’ll sniff them out,” Desmond replied.

“That’s really it? And once you find them, we leave?”

“That’s the plan. Once we have the targets confirmed, I’ll text Sanders, who will be in charge of extracting you from the party. An Inquisitor will have a limousine ready to bring you back to the hotel. He’ll be parked five minutes from the host’s home. He’ll come when Sanders calls him. If all goes well, Wendy and I should be finished with our part of the operation no later than two or three in the morning, putting us back at the hotel by five at the latest. Holly and Dustin will be with the other Inquisitors overseeing other elements of the op.”

I nodded. All I could hope was that everything went as planned. With luck, after one more night, I could put New York behind me once and for all.

[image: Image]

I wore the dress I had purchased, delighting in the way my mate, Desmond, and Dustin all gawked at me when I finally emerged from the master bathroom. Styling my hair required both Holly and Wendy’s help, but we had managed to tame it into cascading curls pinned into place with pearl-encrusted clips.

Desmond took his phone out to take pictures, and after so many years of working the streets of Vegas, I posed for him without thinking about it.

Growling softly, my mate came to me, sliding his hands onto my hips. He pulled me to him and brushed his lips to mine. “When I think you can’t possibly become any more beautiful, you prove me wrong.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” I told him, appreciating the way his charcoal suit accented his lean, toned body. “I do not feel any desire to acquire an exchange or a refund.”

He kissed me again. “Good. I see a problem with our plan.”

“What’s that?” Desmond demanded.

“With her looking this gorgeous, everyone will be staring at her. That’s going to make our job very difficult—especially yours, Wendy.” Smiling, my mate took my hand. “Perhaps it’s a good thing His Eminence got us rings so everyone knows she’s mine.”

“I’ll watch over her like she’s one of my own daughters,” Desmond’s mate promised.

Sanders sucked in a breath, turning his attention to Desmond. “Maybe I should call Richard and ask for advice on how to survive you two…”

“Fortunately for you, I like you almost as much as I like him,” was Desmond’s amused reply. “You’re safe—for now.”

“That’s why I’m worried. I know exactly what you’re capable of, Desmond—and don’t you look all innocent over there, Wendy. You’re even worse, because you’re way too good at slipping under the radar.”

Wendy’s smile was radiant. “You’re such a charmer. We’re running out of time. Charles, where are the rings?”

Pulling a ring box from his pocket, Desmond tossed it to my mate. “They should fit. I stole your measurements while you were sleeping a while back.”

“Define a while back,” my mate grumbled, opening the box. With my curiosity eating me alive, I peeked inside. The wedding bands were plain, either in white gold or platinum; I couldn’t tell.

The glittering of gems drew my gaze to the engagement band. A large, yellow stone set in a ring of smaller red ones glinted in the room’s light. The central stone reflected a rainbow of colors when my mate tilted the box. Taking the box from my mate’s hands, Desmond pried loose the larger of the wedding bands. “In case it wasn’t obvious, this one is yours, Sanders. As for your measurements, I acquired your mate’s when I was on guard duty in Vegas. I got yours one of the times I bit you when she had been snatched. When the Shadow Pope gives me direct orders, I usually obey them, and he really wanted your sizes.”

“It’s really hard to be mad at you over this. I want to be, but…”

“But you got exactly what you wanted as a result.” With a smug grin, Desmond grabbed my mate’s left hand and shoved the ring into place. “If I let you two exchange rings properly, we’ll never leave the room on time. Unhand your woman so we can get these rings on. Our limousine should be here in the next few minutes, with yours arriving ten minutes after.”

Snatching the box out of Desmond’s hand, my mate slipped both of the rings on my finger. “I will do this properly when I take you home with me,” he swore.

A pleasant shiver went through me at the thought of having a home to go to. I didn’t need to see it to know I’d like it, as long as he was with me. “It doesn’t count unless you’re the one does all the work,” I informed him with a smile.

“You two may as well come down to the lobby with us. We’ll take the first limousine. Once we’re settled at the gala, I’ll text you to come in. She’s entirely your responsibility until we’re all at the party,” Desmond said, picking up Wendy’s blue purse, which matched her floor-length gown. Like mine, it was modest enough and would stand out in the modern fashion world, where excessively exposed breasts and legs were the norm.

I claimed my silver clutch and checked inside. A slender red wallet held my new cards and several hundred dollars in cash. The phone wasn’t the one I had purchased. Pulling it out, I frowned and turned it over in my hands. “A new phone?”

“It’s a special model,” Desmond informed me. “If you get into any trouble, smash it against something. Hit it really hard. The force of the impact will trigger an alarm and alert us there’s a problem. Sanders, Wendy, and I are all on the notification list for your phone, as are the Shadow Pope and a few others. Try not to drop it and accidentally trigger the alarm. If you do drop it and a red icon flashes on the screen, go to your contacts and call Ozzy. That’ll shut the alarm off. It’ll also send a second notification warning us of a false alarm.”

“Ozzy?”

“A random name I selected so it wasn’t obviously labeled. You’ll have to explain you dropped the phone. If, by some unforeseen circumstance, you are kidnapped again and are forced to call, tell them you have the worst luck with phones and you dropped it again. The key phrase here is that you have the worst luck with phones.”

My mate growled. “Are you implying someone in the Inquisition might be after Sara?”

“I’m implying I have no idea who is after Sara, so I’m not taking any chances. It won’t be the first time an Inquisitor has turned rogue. The chance to acquire an Alpha’s mate as a hostage would be too good to pass up, especially when you’re the Alpha in question. If there is a rogue in the Inquisition, they know how the phones work. That said, there are only six people who know how to trigger the kidnap sequence on her phone: the person in charge of the dispatch, the Shadow Pope, and us.”

“Great,” I muttered, stowing the phone in my clutch. “Does it actually work as a normal phone?”

“Yes. All of your contacts have been added. It has a full charge, so if you need it, you’ll have it. Don’t let it run out of battery. You’ll get used to muting the phone if you decide to go to the movies. If the phone’s off for more than twenty minutes, it will send a notification, and someone will be checking on you. Also, make sure you carry it with you all the time.”

“Just what I need, a babysitter phone.”

My mate chuckled. “I have to do it, too, Sara—except when it’s confiscated by Desmond.”

“You need it, Sara. You’re a trouble magnet just like my daughters,” Desmond replied. “Until we have a chance to really teach you how to protect yourself, I’m not taking any chances.”

“I guess that’s fair.” I sighed and slipped the fur shrug into place before putting on my new coat. “I just want this over with.”

Desmond’s smile was grim. “If all goes to plan, Mrs. Sanders, tonight will be the end of it.”

Plans, I had learned, rarely went off without a hitch. In my case, they had a tendency to blow up in my face.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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An hour and a half after we left the hotel, our plans blew up in our face, right along with the limousine. The partition between the front and the back lowered, and our driver turned to face us.

His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear what he said through the ringing in my ears. What he said didn’t matter; he held a gun in his hand, and before I could do more than gasp, he fired.

A dart protruded from my mate’s throat. Sanders’s eyes blazed gold, and he reached for the projectile. He yanked it out, only to have it slip from his fingers. The yellow in his eyes dulled, fading to a lackluster brown before he slumped beside me. My wolf’s rage flared, infecting me with her need to protect him.

I grabbed my seatbelt and unfastened it. The skirts of my dress hampered my efforts to get to the front of the limousine. My wolf fed me her strength, and I tore through the silk a little above my knees. The driver pointed the gun in my direction, but my wolf was ready.

With her driving me on, I lunged for the Inquisitor’s throat.

He fired, missing me. Diving through the partition, I grabbed for the weapon, snarling profanities I couldn’t hear thanks to the ringing in my ears. My wolf’s fury at the cold numbness that had replaced the warmth of my mate in my head blinded me to everything other than our enemy.

Once again, the Inquisitor’s mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear what he said.

Closing one hand around his throat, I snatched the gun with the other, grabbing the barrel and yanking it out of his hand. The weapon was hot and burned my fingers. The pain fueled my anger, and my wolf encouraged me to rip the Inquisitor’s head off.

Instead, I tightened my hold. The Inquisitor struggled to free himself from my grip, clawing at my wrist with his nails. I growled, not caring I couldn’t hear the noises I made, and kept squeezing until the Inquisitor went limp in my hand. Something cracked in my victim’s neck, but only when my wolf was satisfied he wouldn’t come after us ever again, did I turn to face my mate.

Sanders wasn’t moving.

Taking the gun with me, I crawled into the back of the limousine. Biting on the grip of the gun to free my hand, I fumbled for the buckle of my mate’s seatbelt and released it, shoving the strap aside. With my heartbeat pounding in my head, I touched his throat.

His pulse was strong beneath my fingers. Releasing my breath in a sigh I couldn’t hear, I scrambled over him. Wrapping my hand around the gun’s grip, I settled my finger against the trigger, drew a deep breath, and shoved open the door.

A man in a suit was waiting for me holding a gun pointed in my direction. I bared my teeth, jerked my weapon towards him, and pulled the trigger.

I think it surprised my victim as much as it did me when a dart buried deep in his stomach. He opened his mouth, groping for the cylinder. Unlike my mate, he didn’t manage to pull it out before he crumpled to the ground.

My wolf’s vision was much better than my own at night, but the rising full moon offered its light. I had no idea where we were, but the limousine was near a forest. The road circling a lake or a bay rather than the ocean. While there was a hint of salt in the air, it wasn’t strong. Wherever we were, it wasn’t where we were supposed to be.

In the Hamptons, the scent of the sea was pervasive.

I checked for any other unwanted company. From what little I could make out, something had crunched the hood of the limousine. The passenger side of the car had taken most of the damage. The harsh stench of car fluids burned my nose and obliterated more useful scents, including those indicating how many people might be waiting for us to emerge.

When I didn’t see anyone else in the darkness, I grabbed hold of Sanders’s arm, tugging on him until he slumped on the seat.

His eyes remained closed. My wolf’s worry surged.

Before my wolf had joined with me, I never would have been able to lift or even drag someone like my mate. He was taller than me by at least a few inches, and like me, there wasn’t a single bit of fat on him. He was sleek muscle, which weighed a lot. If I wanted to try to carry him, my shoes had to go. Snarling curses I still couldn’t hear, I kicked my useless heels into the water. They vanished, their ripples washed away by wind-born waves.

With my wolf’s help, I wrestled Sanders out of the limousine and onto the asphalt. Where the road ended, a bank of large boulders and gravel began, leading down to the lake below.

The glare of approaching headlights forced me to retreat towards the shore, and I eased my way down the bank to the winter-chilled water, dragging my mate down on his back, holding him beneath the arms.

Once we were at the bottom of the slope, I had two choices. Farther along the shore, the trees came to the water’s edge, but anyone searching would easily be able to spot me and my mate. My other option was to brave the water and hide among the waves.

My wolf remembered what we had done, and her shame was a match for mine.

Several car doors slammed, and headlights bathed the road above in their glow. Leaving my mate defenseless scared my wolf more than the water, and after securing my hold on Sanders so his head wouldn’t submerge, I backed into the lake. Sharp rocks bit at my feet, but I ignored the pain and moved deeper until my mate’s still body floated. Lowering myself until only my head remained above the surface, I crept away, pulling him with me as I went.
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Sanders’s phone died a watery death, refusing to turn on no matter what I did to it. Fighting back tears of frustration, I threw it as hard as I could.

I found no satisfaction in the way it broke apart, metal bits and glass flying in every direction. The faint relief I felt at hearing it crunch faded beneath my worry. Without the phone, I couldn’t call anyone for help. I had no idea what the Inquisitor had used on my mate, but nothing I did woke him up. The water left me cold and shaking.

My wolf tried to coax me into transforming into her shape, which was far better equipped to deal with the cold. Staring at Sanders’s pale face, I considered it before deciding to remain human.

If I became a wolf, I would be dry and warm, but my mate would suffer.

She understood, and her fear for our mate once again surged. While she had fur, I had hands. Hands were needed to care for him and secure a safe place to den. Together, we would figure out what to do.

It took me several tries, but I managed to haul Sanders across my shoulders so I could carry him away from the shore. Dark, quiet forest waited for me, and my wolf was eager to delve into its depths, away from the open water and shore where we were easy prey.

Old trees towered over me, and the moonlight through the bare-branched canopy guided my way. With my wolf’s help, the darkness didn’t bother me. She preferred it to the harshness of sunlight. The prey she enjoyed crunching between her teeth came out at night.

I denied her once again, trembling at the way she lusted for fresh meat, hot blood, and the thrill of the hunt.

“Later,” I informed her between clenched teeth.

Maybe my wolf offered me inhuman strength, but I lacked the endurance to carry my mate for long. I resorted to dragging him, peering around for someplace suitable to den. Once we found a place to hide, I’d consider her request.

If my mate didn’t wake up soon, I would need to keep him warm. If I had fur, I could. Satisfied I was being reasonable, my wolf settled, leaving the matter of denning in my hands.
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I found a massive boulder jutting up from the forest floor, worn smooth by the years and weather. Near its base, gnarled thickets offered coverage. Once upon a time, another animal had made its home where the dirt and rock met, digging a cave barely large enough for two humans but plenty spacious for two wolves needing shelter.

Dragging Sanders into the hole, I paused long enough to catch my breath. The idea of stripping in the middle of the forest repulsed me, but I didn’t savor the thought of trying to change into a wolf while dressed. Taking off my rings, I slipped them into my mate’s pocket, drew a deep breath, and welcomed my wolf.

She was eager to take her form, and I clenched my teeth in anticipation of the pain. While the cold helped, it wasn’t enough to spare me from the way my bones snapped and writhed beneath my skin. My tears froze on my cheeks until I shifted enough I grew fur.

When it was over, I shook. My wolf released control, her exhaustion greater than mine. I rose to my paws, braced myself, and shook. Black fur drifted in the air to settle on my mate. At her insistence, I licked my paws and smoothed my coat.

A sprinkling of shedding black fur clung to me, but my coat beneath was pale. In the darkness, I couldn’t tell if it was white, silver, or some other pale color. My paws and the tip of my tail were darker, and with the help of the moonlight, I determined the color to be either red or brown.

Groaning at the stiffness in my bones and muscles, I crawled onto my mate’s stomach and chest, resting my head beside his. I rested my paws on his shoulders, squirming until I was as comfortable as I could make myself. Sighing, I waited, touching my nose to his throat to breathe in his scent. When I licked him, there was a bitter taste to his sweat, and it made my tongue go numb.

With no idea of how to help my mate, I waited.
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The memory of falling asleep eluded me. Fangs digging into my throat jerked me awake, and old memories of Rory and Isabella tearing at me frightened a whine out of me. Shuddering, I opened my eyes.

The wolf standing over me could eat me in two or three bites without having to stop and chew. Larger than Wendy and easily more than a match for Rory and Isabella combined, his size intimidated me more than his low, rumbling growl.

When I remembered to breathe, my mate’s scent filled my nose. Going limp with relief, I gawked at him, wondering how he could be so huge. No natural wolf could match him.

I’d seen smaller ponies.

Red fur covered him, as though he had bathed in blood. His paws, nose, tips of his ears, and the end of his tail were pure white. From what little I could see of his back, a black stripe ran along the length of his spine.

His eyes blazed a brilliant sun gold, and when he noticed me watching him, he released my neck, stretched out, and bowed, lifting a paw to bat at my shoulder. The warbling noises he made interested my wolf, and she took over control enough to lurch upright. While she shook off, shedding more black fur, she considered our mate.

There was something odd about his scent, something that worried my wolf, as though the wildness of the forest had somehow infected him. Uncertain, she once again gave me control, and at her encouragement, I took a hesitant step forward, lowered to my belly, and wormed my way beneath his muzzle.

Sanders draped his paw over my shoulders, and with a pleased and contented sigh, he sank down beside me, licking my nose. My fears of being eaten faded, and I leaned my head against his throat. He radiated soothing warmth. Settling in, I took a long look at the den I had chosen. With him so large we barely fit, although the tight confines didn’t seem to bother my mate. Shreds of charcoal and white fabric littered the ground. My gown, which had already been ruined but intact, had likewise suffered. Had Sanders torn it apart before turning his attention to me?

Disconcerted, I wiggled to extricate myself from my mate. He snapped his teeth at me, growling in warning. I froze, turning my ears back and whining. With a heavy sigh, he tugged at my scruff before licking my muzzle. When I remained motionless, he groomed me, shifting his weight off me, though he kept me pinned with a paw.

My wolf adored his attention, encouraging me to roll over and expose my belly to him. While hesitant, I obeyed. Snuffling, Sanders nosed at my stomach, breathing in my scent. His ears pricked forward. Once again, he stretched out his forelegs, bowing down and warbling at me, batting at me with his paw.

I sniffed, and at the pleasure and excitement in his scent, I rolled and stood.

Before I had become a Fenerec, I neither liked nor disliked dogs. Sometimes, I watched them play in the park, amused by the way they romped. Emulating them, I shoved against my mate, nuzzling his throat.

He shoved me back, hard enough to knock me off balance, although he didn’t flatten me outright. With nips and bumps of his nose, he drove me out of the den, darting away only to halt and watch me with his blazing eyes. I chased him, my growls matching his. While it was a game, there was purpose as well. Wolves didn’t speak, not in words, but I could feel him searching for something although he never left me far behind, pausing in his hunt to toy with me and encourage me with yips and warbles.

My wolf relaxed, and her enjoyment of our mate’s attention warmed me from within. Where my mate went, I would follow, nipping at his heels every step of the way.

We left the small den behind without looking back.
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Anything unfortunate enough to cross our path fell to my mate’s fangs. The first rabbit he slaughtered went down with a squeal, its head crushed with a single bite. Instead of eating it, he picked it up, trotted to me, and dropped it in front of me, huffing at me.

My wolf’s thirst for blood ignited at her first scent of it, and yanking control away from me, she pounced on the still-twitching corpse, ripping away clumps of fur to get at the meat beneath. Lying down, she rested her paws on the rabbit, relinquished control to me, and waited expectantly.

Hunger gnawed at my belly, and while I was disconcerted by eating anything raw, I took a tentative bite.

To my wolf tongue, fresh rabbit tasted better than even chocolate. Salty sweetness flooded my mouth, and in my hurry to devour my mate’s offering as fast as I could, I choked on it. Coughing and wheezing, I fought to swallow it down.

Sanders bit my nose in what my wolf identified as rebuke. Whining, I ducked my head over my rabbit, staring up at him. He nudged me with his muzzle before prodding the corpse with his paw.

I ate almost everything, avoiding the bits my wolf didn’t approve of and the rabbit’s head, which I couldn’t bring myself to swallow. When I left it, my mate claimed it for himself without any sign of my digust.

The single rabbit filled me, and I sighed my satisfaction. My mate licked his muzzle and then drove me on with a few nips until I followed obediently in his wake. Through my eyes, my wolf watched our mate hunt with interest.

Mice proved common prey, which my mate swallowed whole. Rabbits he took longer with, chewing on them and breaking the bones apart before eating them. Like my wolf, he left some behind, though I didn’t understand what was so offensive about the leftovers.

We came across a road at nightfall, which Sanders regarded with disdain. The highway had two lanes each way, and despite the late hour, there were too many cars for my liking. He snarled and crouched in the brush lining the shoulder.

Once traffic settled, I ran across the first set of lanes and skidded to a halt in the median, turning to face my mate. He barked at me, fangs bared in a snarl.

I don’t know why I did it, but I danced on my paws, lifting my tail while opening my mouth in a canine grin. Both of his white-tipped ears turned back. When traffic cleared, he surged across the road, shoving his shoulder against mine. He nipped my neck, sending pleasant tingles running through me. I nipped back, and we romped in the grass, him chasing me. I taunted him with wags of my tail, and when the highway cleared enough I could dodge the oncoming cars, I led him across.

He caught me on the other side, barreling into me. Yelping, I went down and rolled. Before I could recover, he pounced, nipping my neck again. The scent of his desire filled my nose, waking my need for him. I scrambled to my paws, jumped so I could bump shoulders with him, and nipped him back in invitation before running away.

I slowed only long enough I was certain my mate chased me, his attention focused on me and me alone. With deliberate care, I toyed with him, drove him to desperation, and when his need echoed through the bond we shared and burned within me, I gave my wolf control so she might enjoy our mate.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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We denned at the base of an old tree, and Sanders curled around me, his muzzle burrowed against my belly. His tail was longer than I was, covering me like a blanket to shield me from the winter wind. If the cold bothered my mate, he showed no sign of it.

When we slept, we did so in shifts, and I rested first. By the time I awoke, a dusting of snow covered us and the ground. My mate sighed his contentment. Closing his eyes, he slumbered, and in no hurry to leave his warmth, I rested my head over his neck and watched the forest for threats.

All remained quiet.

Bored of watching a still forest, I wiggled and squirmed until I sat circled by my mate, grooming him to smooth his red fur. Both my wolf and I were amused by the black stripe down his back, which tapered off halfway down the length of his tail. I discovered the tip of his tail twitched whenever I pawed at it, tempting me into playing with it until he woke near sunset. His amber eyes focused on me when I pounced on his tail, seized the tip in my teeth, and tugged.

We rolled and wrestled, and though he was far larger, he remained gentle despite the viciousness of his mock growls. When hunger drove us to hunt, the full moon hung heavy in the sky, bathing us in its light. Throwing his head up, my mate howled. A distant cry answered him. Cocking back an ear, Sanders listened, head tilted to the side. The amber of his eyes brightened to a blazing inferno.

Herding me with nips and shoves, my mate headed in the opposite direction of the strange wolf. Another howl carried through the night, and Sanders turned his ears back. Unnerved by the worry and rising anger in his scent, I broke into a lope, checking over my shoulder to make certain he followed.

We ran side by side until we couldn’t hear the calls of the rival wolves. Panting, I staggered to a halt, lowering my head. My mate prodded me with his nose, pushing me forward. I braced my legs, turned my ears back, and snapped my teeth at him.

He bared his fangs at me.

Whining, I flopped onto my side, rolled onto my back, and played dead. Huffing, Sanders ran his nose from my stomach to my throat, gently nipping me as he went. He sank down beside me with a groan, placed his paw on my chest, and rested his head near mine. We rested, my wolf content.

Sometime later, hunger drove me back to my feet, and nipping my mate in demand, I paced until he lurched upright. My need to hunt woke my wolf, and I felt her considering taking over for our stomach’s sake. I relinquished control to her readily enough, although I fought to stay aware of what she did so I might learn.

While my mate would eat mice in single swallows, my wolf adored the way they crunched between her jaws when she caught one. Sanders watched, his amusement sweetening his scent. After catching several, she gave me a turn at hunting.

Under her guidance, I learned to keep still and quiet, waiting for mice to emerge from their hiding places, their whiskers quivering as they sought out food of their own. Pouncing and smacking my paw down on them worked best, stunning them long enough time for me to chomp them down in one or two bites.

Each time I caught one, my mate nuzzled my neck, his approval and pleasure warming me from within.

When he hunted, he targeted rabbits, and as he had before, he offered me his first kill, which my wolf accepted with delight. Once my belly was full of fresh meat, I hunted with him, watched him stalk through the trees, and strived to emulate his graceful, quiet movement.

The first light of had just broken over the horizon when we found a herd of deer grazing where the forest made way for farmland. Sanders bared his fangs, his amber eyes tracking the movements of our prey. He jerked his head to the left, and obedient to his wishes, I stalked away, circling around the herd.

My wolf’s eagerness bled into me. A deer would feed my mate far better than rabbits or mice, sustaining his larger body. Her need to provide for him overwhelmed my apprehension of facing so many of the long-legged foragers.

At her encouragement, I stayed within sight of my mate, found a place to hide among the bare brush, and waited. Sanders stalked forward, his ears turned back. When the first deer noticed him, they scattered, leaping in all directions as they fled from him. I surged forward, lunging for the side of the nearest doe, snapping my fangs at her. She skidded and changed directions, kicking out at me.

Instead of ducking, I closed my teeth around her fetlock, shaking my head back and forth in my effort to halt the doe’s escape. A cloven hoof connected with my shoulder and skipped along my ribs. My wolf’s fury rose at the blossoming pain.

I swallowed my urge to yip and howl, biting deeper until fresh blood welled into my mouth and washed over my tongue. Another shake of my head broke the doe’s leg, and the feel of it crunching beneath my jaws drove my wolf into a frenzy. The sweet blood on my tongue emboldened me into turning my efforts for the soft, exposed flesh of the deer’s throat.

Releasing her leg and rearing up, I dug my front claws into the doe’s hindquarters, raking at her hide. She fell, hitting the ground hard on her side. I lunged for her neck.

My mate beat me to my doe, shouldering me aside to bury his fangs in the dying animal’s throat. With a single savage shake of his head, he broke her spine. Infuriated he had stolen my kill, I snapped at him.

With a single swipe of his paw, he knocked me aside. I hit the ground hard and rolled to a halt, lying stunned. My wolf’s astonishment and dismay chilled to fear when Sanders turned his attention to me, his jaws dripping blood. My body twitched, refusing to acknowledge my frantic desire to rise.

All I could sense from my mate was rage; his attention focused on one thing and one thing alone.

Still-living prey interested him far more than the dead doe.
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Sanders savaged the deer’s corpse, but I had no idea how much of it he actually ate. His gaze never left me. The cold, calculating way he stared at me was more terrifying than even more than my awareness of his anticipation of the hunt.

My wolf’s horror became my own as I realized what he craved.

A hunger for more than meat consumed my mate. He wasn’t eating because he was waiting for me to run. If my nerve broke, if I moved, he would hunt me down and break me as he had broken the doe, and he would do it for the thrill of shedding blood. I shuddered.

I was nothing more than prey to him.

Unlike Rory and Isabella, my wolf wouldn’t turn on him, not even if he attacked first. She would face him with pride. Sighing my resignation, I got my paws beneath me and staggered upright. A wise woman would have run, but my mate was far larger and faster.

If I turned tail, he’d catch me in several of his massive strides. My wolf was right.

If my nerve broke, if her nerve broke, we would die.

Unlike during the blood moon, when my terror had ruled me, my mate’s aggression ignited my anger and smothered my fear. Baring my fangs, I ducked my head to protect my throat. Without knowing what was wrong with my mate, I couldn’t help him. All I could do was fight to survive, hoping he’d return to his senses before he killed me. The stench of wildness clinging to him intensified.

If he attacked me, I’d tear into his hide and leave as many scars as I could as an eternal reminder of his betrayal.

Instead of running, I prowled closer, voicing my growing frustration and rage at my impotency as a low snarl. My mate echoed me, lowering his head to rip at the doe’s body. He ate, swallowing without chewing. Licking his muzzle, he regarded me with interest, the yellow in his eyes burning bright.

He remained rooted in place while I approached, careful to guard my throat from him. When I came within a stride of the doe’s body, he barked, a sound my wolf recognized as a warning.

Defying him, I sank my teeth into the doe’s flank, ripping away a strip of meat. I held it in my jaws, showing my fangs as I took my share of the kill and taunted him with it. He ducked his head, his ears twisting back. Placing my paw on the body, I kept my gaze fixed on Sanders and, with a single toss of my head, swallowed.

He growled, low and deep in his chest.

I matched the way he flattened his ears back and barked at him. When he didn’t move, I jumped up onto the doe’s side, her blood soaking my red paws. Despite the added height, I couldn’t match my mate’s bulk. His snarls intensified, and he bared his bloody fangs at me.

All of my attention focused on his muzzle. I struck fast and hard, clamping my teeth on his nose and biting as hard as I could to punish him for his violence towards me. My mate howled his pain. Rage and aggression bubbled and burst through our bond before surprise welled up and washed over me. I released him and retreated to the doe I had brought down, snarling at him.

My mate’s nose bled freely from my bite. The skin knitted together in the time it took me to draw several breaths, leaving bare patches of skin. Aware I had his full attention, I snatched another mouthful of meat and swallowed it.

When I took my third bite of the deer, Sanders whined. I growled, considering him. At my wolf’s suggestion, I tossed my scrap to him. He caught the meat, swallowing it without chewing. The smothering sense of his need to hunt eased, and I stepped off the carcass, keeping the doe between me and him. I tore a larger strip from the animal’s shoulder and flung it in his direction.

Once again, he caught it, devouring my offering within moments.

My wolf seemed satisfied he no longer posed a risk, and heaving a sigh, I tried to figure out how to offer Sanders a deer larger and heavier than me. I hopped over its body, grabbed hold of one of its mangled legs, and jerked my body in an effort to pull it closer to my mate.

Aware of his gaze on me, I gave another yank, dragging the front quarters closer. I growled my frustration, released the deer, and whirled on my mate, snapping my teeth at him. Warbling in response, he lowered his chest and stretched out his paws in a bow.

Unamused by his invitation to play, I once again seized my deer’s leg and jerked my entire body in an effort to drag it to him. His tongue lolled out of his mouth in canine laughter at my feeble attempts.

I warbled a complaint and nipped his neck in rebuke.

He grabbed the deer’s leg and backed up, moving the corpse with frustrating ease. Howling my annoyance, I danced in place, pinning my ears back. After several warning snaps of my teeth, he stopped teasing me, turning his full attention to his breakfast while the rising sun painted the forest with crimson.
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The days stretched and flowed into each other. When the stench of humanity grew strong and harsh in my nose, we delved deeper into the forests, skirting around the places people gathered. Sanders headed west, chasing the sun and hunting for something, although I had no idea what he sought or why.

The black expanses of highways worried him, and bemused, I was forced to nip and cajole him across when the cars came few and far between. Headlights stirred his ire, as did the rumbling sounds of engines, so similar to the growls of rival wolves.

My wolf disliked the number of roads we were forced to cross.

I learned to avoid my mate when he hunted anything larger than a rabbit. The wild beast within him was stronger when more challenging prey appeared. When I earned the kill, I abandoned it for him to savage, waiting at a respectful distance until his lust for blood and slaughter eased. Only then was it safe for me to approach and take what was mine, snarling at him until he relented and gave me my share.

When he earned the kill, I waited with the regal dignity of a queen, expecting him to lay his kill at my paws. I never ate enough to fill my belly, saving most of the meat for him.

Even then, my mate lost weight, and his coat thinned and turned ragged.

The moon was half full and shrinking each day when we reached the great river, its opposite shore hazy in the distance. I fretted. With a single dip of my paw in the water, I realized swimming would be dangerous. I warbled a complaint, turning to my mate.

He nuzzled my neck, and I leaned against him. Sighing, he headed upstream, pausing to consider something in the distance.

A bridge stretched the expanse of the river, and I cringed at the number of headlights crossing the waters in early evening gloom. I echoed his sigh and considered the river once more.

It would be cold, but so long as we didn’t drown, we would dry out. My wolf didn’t like the idea of being trapped so far above the water with so many cars and neither did I.

I warbled, snapped my teeth at the river, and dove in, swimming for the opposite shore with my head lifted as high as possible. Strong currents pulled at me, but I fought them in my effort to reach the other side.

My mate howled behind me, and moments after my haphazard entry, he splashed in behind me. Less than a quarter across, I envied his greater size, which let him cut through the water with ease. I snapped my teeth in frustration, angling downstream so the current would propel me along.

By the time I reached the halfway mark, my breath froze in my lungs and my legs refused to move quite right. The first time I submerged, my fear suffocated me more than the water. Panting and whining, I broke through the surface. Adrenaline surged through me, and I redoubled my efforts to reach the opposite shore.

If the cold and the weight of the water in his fur bothered him, my mate showed no sign of it. He grabbed me by the scruff, dragging me beside him as he plowed his way across the river. When he surged up the shore, he carried me in his jaws. I tucked my paws and tail, whining at the bite of the cold wind whipping off the river.

Up the shore where stone made way for grass, Sanders lowered me to the ground, braced his legs, and shook, sending water flying in all directions. My entire body shuddered, but I managed to rise and mimicked the way he shook the water from his coat. Draping a paw over my shoulders, my mate went to work licking my coat. I stood quietly for him, basking in his attention.

A light glared in my eyes. I lifted my head in alarm. My mate shouldered me aside, coming between me and the threat. I ducked my head to look beneath his belly.

The rumble of an engine agitated a growl out of Sanders. A car door slammed, and I whined again, huddling close to my mate. My wolf wanted nothing to do with humans.

The last humans we had met had hurt our mate.

“Well, well, well. About fucking time,” a male stated, his tone amused. I drew in a deep breath. The exhaust fumes stung my nose, but with a bit of work, my wolf identified several human scents.

Sanders snarled at the human’s approach and barked once in warning.

The man halted. “Right nasty little blighter, aren’t you?”

I growled.

“Blighters,” he said. “Hey, Doug. Were there supposed to be two of them?”

“Nah, one,” another male replied, stepping into the glare of headlights.

My mate kept still, his chest rumbling with his every exhale.

“There’s a small one with him.”

“Wolf? Dog? Small what?”

The man crouched, peering under my mate to stare at me. I recoiled, baring my fangs. “Never seen a wolf with that sort of fur before. Not a dog, either. Pale coat, dark socks, looks like it has a stripe matching his. Puppy, maybe?”

“Don’t think he’s been out long enough to have any puppies, Boss.”

Whining, I huddled next to my mate. Pressing his shoulder against me, he forced me back towards the river. When my back paw dipped into the icy water, I jumped and scrambled beneath my mate’s belly.

“My money’s on a female he picked up somewhere along the way, lookin’ at the way he’s guarding ‘er. Should make our work easier, so long as we don’t come across as a threat to ‘er,” the second man continued, crouching beside the first. “What do you think?”

“We could ask nicely and see if he decides to cooperate,” the first suggested.

“Are you fucking nuts? Were you even listening during the debriefing, Boss? He’s been a wolf for at least two weeks. I don’t think asking nicely is going to cut it, especially not if he’s picked up a wild bitch.”

I turned my ears back at the insult, and lunging forward, I snapped my teeth at the human.

My mate yipped, grabbed me by the scruff, and yanked me back. Through our bond, his growing fear and anxiety spurred me into digging at the rocks in my effort to attack the thin-skinned human. I don’t know what frightened my mate, but if he didn’t like the humans, I’d protect him. I snarled and snapped my teeth in frustration as he held me back.

“Ho, she’s a feisty little one, isn’t she?” the second asked, laughing.

“She? Did you get a look under her skirt?”

“Mating season. He’s guardin’ ‘er, sir. Really must be a little wild bitch he picked up. This’ll make things a bit awkward later, no? No wonder Alphas are almost always mated.”

I snarled at the thought of Sanders mating with anyone other than me, my souring mood tempting me to rip both humans apart for the insult.

“Bloody hell, we better call it in. I guess I should be happy he didn’t try to bite our heads off when he first saw us.” Pulling a phone out of his pocket, the first man pressed something and held it to his ear.

My mate dropped me and chose that moment to run, darting by the males. Yipping my astonishment, I gawked at his departing tail. While I had seen him sprint during our hunts, I hadn’t realized quite how fast he could move. By the time I registered he had left me behind, he was gone.

“Fuck,” the first man snarled. “Grab her!’

I scrambled to chase after my mate, my heartbeat throbbing in my throat. Following in Sanders’s wake and infuriated he had run without warning me, I angled away from the two men.

A third human stepped away from the car, holding something long and slender in my direction. I sidestepped, skidding in my effort to dodge. Something looped around my throat, cutting off my breath. I stumbled and fell hard, unable to even yip.

“Damn. Nice grab, Stephanie.”

“Shut up and watch for the Alpha. I’d rather not get eaten today,” a woman hissed, jerking on the pole she held. The band around my neck tightened. I got up but only made it several steps before my legs gave out beneath me. “Where’d he go?”

“Don’t see him,” the one named Doug replied, flashing a light into the darkness. “Unreal how fast he moves.”

The first male sighed, rising to his feet. “Get in the car before he comes back. We tracked him once, we can track him again—or use the bitch as bait. Almost had him that time, too. Damn it! Fucking elusive, that’s what he is. Two weeks with no sightings, we finally catch up to him, and he gives us the bloody slip.”

Stephanie eased her way to me. My vision darkened, but I found the strength to bare my fangs at her although I couldn’t growl. Grabbing hold of my scruff, she rolled me over. “Muzzle,” she ordered. “Smallest we’ve got.”

“Use your hand if she’s so tiny,” one of the men suggested. Through the ringing in my ears, I couldn’t tell which.

“I like my hand and would like to keep it attached to the rest of my body. Faster you hand me a silvered muzzle, the faster I can get in the car and we can get out of here before he figures out we have her.”

I blacked out from the lack of air, and when I clawed my way back to consciousness, a silver cage was strapped firmly around my head. The leather circled my muzzle and held it mostly closed, although I could force open my jaws enough to pant with effort. My throat ached, and I felt the pressure of a collar around my neck.

Someone picked me up, and while I was awake, my body refused to obey me. I did, however, manage to whine. I was placed on the backseat of the car, and they clipped my collar to the seat, preventing any movement.

The woman, her scent rich with satisfaction, sat beside me in the back. “Maybe we didn’t get our target, but damned if she ain’t a pretty little wolf.”

“Maybe the other team up the road’ll grab him,” the leader of the group replied. “Quiet while I call this in.”

There was a brief moment of silence.

“This is Howie, sir. We got a visual, but he gave us the slip. If he’s wild, he’s not bad off. Didn’t attack us and ran at the first chance.” There was another pause. “No, sir. Seems he picked himself up a bitch along the way. Pretty as a picture, though a bit on the small size. Black? No, sir. She’s white with red socks, tip of tail, ears, and muzzle. Has a dark stripe down her back a match for the Alpha’s. We caught her when she went to follow him. Stephanie nailed her with the capture pole. We decided it might be best to wait it out in the car in case he came back for her.”

I whined, pulling at the collar in my effort to free myself. The muzzle kept me from grabbing the leash and chewing on it. Howling my frustration, I clawed at the straps around my head with my front paws.

“Yes, sir, that’s her.” Howie twisted around in the driver’s seat to stare at me. “She’s trying to remove the muzzle.”

“Tell him about her attack,” Doug suggested in a low voice.

“Not much to tell you, sir. They were fresh out of the river when we pulled up. The Alpha just watched us, standing over the bitch. She took offense to our presence and would’ve attacked us if he hadn’t grabbed her by the scruff and held her back. Guess his nerve broke, because he dropped her and ran faster than anything I’ve ever seen. She went to follow, but Stephanie caught her. Okay, sir.”

Pulling the phone away from his ear, Howie tossed it to Doug. “We’re to take the bitch to the rendezvous and meet up with the others. We’ll get a new fix on him and try again. They want to see her in person.”

When the car reversed, I whined, my fear over why they wanted me second only to my anxiety over being separated from my mate.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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I exhausted myself struggling to get free from the collar and muzzle, and my entire body trembled from stress and weariness. I submitted with a whine, lying on the seat. I forced my mouth open enough to pant, glaring at my captors.

Stephanie watched me, her gaze unsettling me almost as much as the fact I was a prisoner.

“Poor thing. Wonder where he found her. You haven’t heard of any bitches going missing, have you?” Stephanie asked.

“No idea. I was told his missing bitch was a black puppy in wolf form. Sure, she’s small, but she’s no puppy, and the only thing black about her is that stripe,” Howie replied. “What’s your witchcraft telling you?”

“Not a whole lot,” the woman replied. “But I think we better be really careful with her if we’re going to use her as bait.”

“Why?”

“I’m no water witch, and it’s not my sort of thing, but I got a decent look at the Alpha, and he was scrawny—far scrawnier than he should be. The little bitch here, however, is plump around the middle. Two weeks is plenty of time during the rut for him to sire some puppies. We’re a long way from New York, far enough he’s been pushing fairly hard to get here so fast, and he’s been hunting to keep her healthy.”

I turned my ears back and showed my teeth, growling low and long. My wolf was as unimpressed as I was with the woman.

We had worked our mate hard for a puppy, and he had more than met our expectations.

“To make things more interesting, I’m fairly certain she understands every single word we’re saying, so I doubt she’s some wild bitch,” Stephanie added. “Some pack somewhere must have had a young bitch stolen from them.”

“Well, fuck me,” Howie replied before sighing. “We’re almost at the rendezvous. We’ll deal with it then.”

I spent the time fighting to break free of either the collar or muzzle, failing to make any progress. While the silver didn’t burn me, it repelled my efforts, leaving my paws tingling from the contact with the accursed metal. When the car came to a halt in a parking lot, several other idling vehicles were waiting.

Doug clipped a leash to my collar, grabbed my scruff, and lowered me to the ground. “You can make this easy and heel, or you can make this difficult. Your choice, bitch. I could punt your skinny ass across a football field if I wanted.”

Snarling at him, I gathered myself and lunged away from him, putting all of my strength into a sudden jerk on the leash. He shouted in pain and surprise as I ripped the leather out of his hands. Stumbling at the unexpected lack of restraint, I recovered, skidded, and ran from the parked cars as I made a bid for freedom.

“Doug, you bloody moron!” Howie bellowed.

“She’s fucking strong.”

“No shit she’s strong; she’s a Fenerec. What the hell were you expecting?”

The concussive burst of gunfire startled a yip out of me. Shards of asphalt erupted in my face. Yowling, I changed directions, terror whipping me to faster speeds.

A long road stretched out as far as I could see, fringed by waving grasses. I barreled towards the plains. Slowing long enough to draw a deep breath, I howled.

My mate’s distant cry answered me, and homing in on his call, I changed directions and howled again. Encouraged by the knowledge my mate was close enough to hear, I ran as fast as I could. Out of the corner of my eye, something large and pale drew closer. Panting too hard to even whine, my panic rose.

A vicious jerk on my leash slammed me to a halt. I hit the ground hard, the breath knocked out of my lungs. Inhaling, I yowled my dismay and scrambled to my paws, twisting around to fight.

The wolf who gripped my leash in his jaws was a match for my mate in size, and he was growling at me. His pale fur was frosted with dark tips. I snarled and snapped my teeth, digging my claws in and jerking back to try to yank the leash free. My wolf panicked, and I howled my distress.

My mate didn’t answer, but appeared moments later to slam into the other wolf from the side, snapping his teeth. The two fell together in a heap, fur flying as they tore at each other. With my leash free, I backpedaled out of the way. Satisfied with plowing the strange wolf over, my mate disengaged and leapt away. He ran in my direction and drove me forward with nips to my flank. I yipped and obeyed. I was aware of him grabbing hold of my leash, carrying it in his mouth while we fled.

I faltered first, stumbling as I slowed. Without hesitation, my mate grabbed me by the scruff, lifting me up. Too tired to tuck my legs or tail, I hung limp in his jaws, panting to catch my breath. My mate slowed to a trot, checking over his shoulder for signs of pursuit. His satisfaction radiated through our bond, and I relaxed.

Instead of stopping like I expected, he kept going.

Sanders didn’t halt until we reached a knoll, one of its slopes eroded away to form an overhang. Lowering me to the ground, he dropped my leash, placed his paw between my shoulders, and pressed me to the ground. I submitted with a whine.

My mate bared his teeth and tried to work at the muzzle’s straps, but they resisted his efforts. He yipped when he drew too close to the silver. Without the fumes of the cars and humans to deaden my nose, I recognized the stench of the metal burning my mate. While none of it touched me, there was enough to prevent my mate from manipulating them with his teeth. Echoing my whine, he once again tried to gnaw at the leather.

He failed to free me.
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My mate succeeded at removing the leash, but the collar and muzzle thwarted him. He managed to bend the silver cage and loosen the underlying leather enough I could fully open my mouth, but he hesitated to damage it—and himself—further. I couldn’t hunt, nor could I eat without his help. Sanders had to tear meat into scraps and feed them to me one tedious bite at a time.

At least the silver didn’t burn me, though I didn’t understand why.

Three days after our escape from the humans, I trembled from exhaustion and hunger. My wolf slumbered, too weak to even attempt to exert dominance over me. I whined, fighting to keep up with my mate’s lope. Our progress slowed due to me, but the gauntness of his frame filled out as he ate what I couldn’t.

The next day, my mate found a rocky outcropping we could hide beneath. Instead of marching west, he left me behind to hunt. While he was gone, I curled in the darkest shadows of our makeshift den, dozing to regain my strength. At nightfall, he returned, dragging a calf behind him. Its ear was marked with a tag.

He fed me scraps of his kill until I rejected his offerings. He devoured the rest on his own. When he finished, all he left were scraps of gnawed bones, the tag, and offal neither of us found appealing. Instead of denning for the night, we walked until sunrise, my mate matching my ambling pace.

We settled into a pattern, heading ever westward, traveling with minimal hunting for several days. When we found a den secure enough to appease my mate, he hunted, bringing back enough meat for both of us. While part of me recognized something wrong about my mate preying on captive animals, neither my stomach nor my wolf cared for humans or their herds.

Rabbits and groundhogs weren’t enough to sustain my mate. Sheep weren’t either, and when he hunted close to farms with them, he stole two or three of them during the night. On those nights, we left with the dawn, avoiding the places where the humans lived.

When the full moon rose, we were skirting the base of snow-covered mountains. My mate’s ears pricked forward, staring up at them with his amber eyes brighter than normal. Wolves howled in the distance, and he considered them. I yawned, leaning against him. Bending to me, he nipped my neck, his affection warming me from within.

That night, we denned in the foothills. My mate found a hole at the base of a tree, which he opened enough for him to pass through. The inside was large enough for both of us, which satisfied him. Once I curled up inside to sleep, Sanders left to hunt.

He didn’t return.
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When dawn came, I howled for my mate.

Silence answered me.

I whined, pacing around the opening of the den, pausing to scratch where the collar and muzzle straps rubbed away my fur and left my skin raw. While the cage prevented me from eating on my own, it didn’t hamper my sense of smell. I put my nose to the ground, sniffing to catch my mate’s scent.

The trail led me into the foothills and ended near a road. I pawed at the snow. Sanders’s blood taunted me, splotching the whitened ground with dark brown. Another whine worked its way out of my throat. Enough stained the roadside to worry me and my wolf.

My mate was hurt and gone. While patches of snow were covered with his blood, I was unable to pick up a trail because he had fallen so close to the road.

I couldn’t even tell which direction to go. All I knew was that he was alive, somewhere beyond my reach. I sat on the shoulder of the road, my head drooping. My mate had wanted to go west, driven by some need he was incapable of sharing with me while a wolf.

Lifting my head, I stared up at the mountains. The road slanted upward, and without any other options, I rose to my paws and walked.
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The sun rose high in the sky and began its journey west before I encountered a car. It was a sleek, sporty thing. I watched it go by, twisting my ears back as it headed down the foothills. Too tired and hungry to trot, I ambled up the hill, muzzle low to the ground.

The rumbling purr of a car engine behind me alarmed me into twirling around, raising my hackles. I regarded the vehicle warily as it came to a halt near me. Tucking my tail, I backed away from the road.

A man emerged and leaned against his car. Ruffled brown hair stuck out every which way, as though he had been driving with the top of his convertible down. “Why, hello there. What have we here?”

I whined, ducking my head to protect my throat.

“Easy,” he cooed, his voice deep and smooth. He crouched beside his car. “Come, boy.”

Boy? Unamused, I showed him my teeth and growled.

Unperturbed, the man pushed away from the car and crouched at the side of the road. “Poor thing. Who did that to you? You don’t look like you’ve had a scrap to eat in a week. Come,” he ordered, patting his leg.

My wolf wanted me to bite his foot off. For a moment, I considered it before I decided it wasn’t wise. Taking a hesitant step forward, I cocked an ear in his direction.

“That’s right. Come. Who muzzles a poor dog and leaves it loose this time of year? Bastards.”

I drew in a deep breath to catch the man’s scent.

There was something not-quite-human about him. I recoiled, but before I could make my escape, he lunged forward, grabbing hold of my scruff. I yipped and cringed, scrambling to find purchase against the asphalt.

“Ha! Easy,” he crowed, pulling me to him. “That’s a girl.”

I warbled a protest at having been tricked and struggled in his grip. He secured his hold on me, circling his other arm under my hindquarters to pick me up. Snapping my teeth drew a laugh out of him.

“Not very effective when you’re muzzled.”

I yowled, clawing at him in my effort to buy my freedom. Still chuckling, he nudged the door open with his toe, sat behind the wheel, and set me on his lap. Reaching to the center console, he pressed a button.

On the third ring, a tired voice answered, “Desmond.”

“Got a present for you,” my captor said, a snicker escaping him.

I ceased struggling and stared at the navigation panel. With my mate for company and loping wild and free, I hadn’t put much thought into human matters—or the pack I had flitted in and out of. Sanders had been the only company I needed or wanted.

My wolf, however, remembered the warmth of Desmond’s affection, and she relaxed at the sound his voice.

“What sort of present?” my Alpha asked warily.

“Two presents, actually.” While he didn’t loosen his grip on my scruff, he stroked his other hand down my back. “I’ll give them to you for a very nice price. Your approval of my successful theft of your daughter should be sufficient.”

“Don’t you have anything better to do? I’m really not in the mood, Puppy.”

“You will be in less than five minutes,” was my captor’s smug reply.

“I find that difficult to believe.”

“Is Wendy with you?”

“She is.”

“Ask her to call your most beautiful and charming daughter.”

“Both of my daughters are charming and beautiful. I assume you mean the daughter you stole from me, Thief. Wendy, the mangey mutt wants you to call Nicolina,” Desmond said, his voice muffled. “Put it on speaker. I’m putting you on speaker, Richard.”

“Hello, Richard,” Wendy said. “Ignore Charles’s griping. He’s been grouchy all week.”

“I know. That Sanders is a pretty slick bastard, isn’t he?”

I heard infuriated howls on the other end of the line, calls I recognized as belonging to my mate. I thrashed, drew a deep breath, and yowled at the navigation panel. Sanders answered with snarls and a bark of warning.

Richard shook me by the scruff, and whining, I quieted.

“You caught him?” Desmond demanded. “Where are you?”

“Hello, Father. We grabbed him in the Cascades. Richard and I found him while he was hunting. It took both of us, but we brought him down without getting too mauled in the process. He broke my wrist, the bastard. Don’t worry, it healed when I changed. He’s in a silver cage and won’t be going anywhere,” the woman reported in a tone as smug as Richard’s. “Amber’s trying to do something for him, but he’s just too riled up. We haven’t been able to calm him down, not even with wolfsbane. He’s burning it off as fast as we hit him with it, and we’re hesitant to dose him again.”

“Give me the address,” Desmond ordered.

“I think once I bring the second present, he’ll be a lot easier to contain. Found a little bitch wearing a leather and silver collar and a muzzle along the road where we tagged Sanders. She’s carrying his scent, and unless my nose is lying to me, she’s carrying a lot more than that.”

My mate snarled, and I heard the rattle of metal on metal. A pained yip on the other end of the line forced a whine out of me.

“Little white wolf?”

“Complete with red paws and a cute little black stripe down her back, just like Sanders’s,” my captor confirmed. “Poor bitch is probably starving. Looks like Sanders managed to bend the cage and loosen the leather a bit for her, but there’s no way she can hunt like this. We’ve had Sanders for almost twelve hours. I didn’t call you because I wanted to find his bitch first. I’m going to take her to Nicolina and see if I can get him calmed down with her there.”

“Give me the address, and I’ll get Dustin to come as soon as he can. He’s a water witch, so maybe he can help if we need it, Amber.”

“I’m never going to hear the end of this, but help would be appreciated,” another woman replied. “Sanders’s mad and frothing from the mouth. He’s not run completely wild yet, but he’s got zero control, and he’s too damned dominant for me to deal with alone. He’s about as bad as Richard.”

“Hey,” my captor complained. “I am not that bad.”

“Yes, you are,” a chorus of voices replied.

Richard’s scent soured with his annoyance. “Thanks. You all just go ahead and gang up on me. I see how this is. You planned this, didn’t you, Nicolina?”

“That’s what you get for taking my car and leaving me to deal with Sanders.”

“You can zap him. I can’t.”

“You can dominate him, which would be a lot more effective right now. Sure, I can zap him, but he’ll wake up even madder than he is now. I could also hurt or kill him, and you know it. What good does that do us?”

“Puppies,” Desmond complained. “Could you save your bickering for later? Richard, what’s the bitch doing?”

I bared my fangs.

“Showing me her pretty pearly teeth, struggling a bit here and there, but otherwise, she’s pretty calm. I think she’s exhausted, considering when I first spotted her, she was dragging her paws in a fairly wobbly walk. No wonder, if she’s been muzzled for two weeks.”

“Give or take a few days. Sorry, Nicolina. I can’t do anything from a distance, but once I’m with Sanders, I can rein him in. If that little bitch is his new mate, she’ll make it easier.”

“I know Sanders’s scent, Old Man. I’m certain. It’s pretty strong.”

“Think you can subjugate her and force her to change?”

“Desmond, she’s pregnant. I’m not forcing her to change without a damned good witch nearby to watch. No way. I don’t know how far along she is, and I’m not killing a puppy being stupid,” Richard snarled.

“You’re certain?”

“What kind of stupid question is that?” Rage added a bite to my captor’s scent, and I whined at the strength of it. “Yes, I’m certain. If I weren’t, I wouldn’t have said anything.”

“Charles, Richard. That’s enough,” Wendy scolded. “I apologize, Richard. Charles is upset because we were responsible for Sara. While we still feel Sanders in the pack bonds, she’s gone.”

My mate howled his fury at the mention of my name.

“Sanders, will you please just shut up?” Nicolina shrieked. “So help me, I will jolt you.”

“Sara’s the girl he met in Vegas?” Richard asked. Once again, my mate howled at my name.

“The same.”

“How long were they mated?”

“About a month before their limousine was hit,” Desmond reported.

Richard released my scruff, turned me on his lap, and lifted my head by grabbing the cage surrounding my muzzle. “Eye color?”

“Hers? Green hazel,” Desmond replied. “Why?”

“Well, unless Sanders has a fetish for finding bitches with unusual eye colors, I’d say the little lady on my lap is probably your missing Sara.”

“Sara’s an Omega,” my Alpha growled.

“Oh, ho. You sneaky little devil, Sanders. Where the hell did you find yourself an Omega? She’s a pretty wolf, too. A good match for you,” Richard complimented. “Don’t you give my mate any trouble over there, Sanders. Keep your jaws shut before she really jolts you like she means it. It hurts. I know. Trust me, I know. I’ll bring your bitch to you within the next couple of hours, so you behave.”

“Richard,” Nicolina snarled.

My mate, however, did fall quiet at Richard’s command.

“You really think it’s her?” Wendy whispered.

Richard prodded my ribs. “Are you Sara, Lady Wolf?”

I turned my ears back, considering him with narrowed eyes. Lifting my head, I huffed and glanced to the side.

“I’m getting the silent treatment.”

“You probably did something to deserve it, Richard,” Nicolina snapped.

“Okay, so I called her a boy and tricked her so I could get close enough to grab her without having to chase her all over the mountain,” he admitted. “I even drove by her the first pass and came up behind her to make it look like I was some guy with a guilty conscious.”

Nicolina snickered. “You are some guy with a guilty conscious.”

“You’re not funny.”

“Where are you?” Desmond demanded.

“About three hours from your house, Desmond. Nicolina’s holed up in Sanders’s lodge near Snoqualmie Pass. We broke in after we found him, figuring it might help if he can smell his pack.”

“He was headed home?” Disbelief softened Desmond’s voice.

“Sure seems like it. Get your witch to his lodge. I’ll meet you there,” Richard said, hanging up with a press of a button. “I’m going to get the pad out of the trunk, set it on the seat so you don’t have to ride on my lap the entire way to your mate, and take you home. Since I’m such a gentleman, we’ll stop for some fast food first. You must be starving.”
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Richard clipped a leash to my collar and let me wander near him while he dug through his trunk. In addition to the thick leather pad he placed on the passenger seat, he pulled out a blanket and made a nest of it before picking me up and settling me on it.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, Sara. Takes a lot to rattle Desmond, and between Sanders running wild and his belief you had either bit a silver bullet or had been snatched without a trace, he’s been a living nightmare. I’m Yellowknife’s Alpha, Richard Murphy. My mate is Desmond’s eldest daughter.” Once I was settled on the seat, he examined the muzzle and collar. “If you promise not to chew holes in me or run, I’ll take those off.”

I bobbed my head.

While Richard hissed through the process of unbuckling the muzzle, the only evidence of his handling silver was a faint discoloration on his fingertips. “No wonder he couldn’t get it off you. That’s a nasty little collar and muzzle set.”

Opening the glove box, he stuffed the offensive items inside. A gun waited in the compartment. I stared at it with wide eyes.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to use it on you. This is my mate’s car, and I insist she goes everywhere with it. She gets into almost as much trouble as you do.”

I turned my ears back, remembering Desmond mentioning something about his daughter finding trouble—or it finding her. I wasn’t sure which.

Once satisfied, Richard started his car and headed up into the mountains, driving at a sedate pace. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get back to your mate,” he promised.

Whether lost in thought or an inherently quiet person, Richard fell silent, all of his attention focused on the road. The rage I had scented on him earlier faded, and I took deep breaths so I could identify him later. There were two distinct smells, which puzzled both me and my wolf. One I was able to pinpoint as his, but another clung to him, a brisk, spiced scent warning my wolf away.

We reached a town large enough for a Walmart. While it was open, its parking lot was all but deserted. Whether he didn’t want to take a chance with his car—or risk someone seeing me—he parked on the far side of the lot. “Stay here,” he ordered. “I’ll be back in five or ten minutes. There are a few things I need to pick up.”

The weight of command slammed into me, frightening my wolf enough she retreated. I whined and burrowed into the blanket, twisting my ears back. Satisfied with my reaction, Richard locked me in his car. My wolf was terrified of the Alpha, and I didn’t understand what bothered her. I nosed at my belly; it wasn’t long after the full moon, but its call no longer held any sway over me. Ten minutes was enough time to change, if my wolf helped.

I couldn’t afford to stay a wolf much longer, not if I wanted to protect Sanders’s puppy—our puppy.

There was no hesitation on my wolf’s part. After digging my way under the blanket, I tensed for the pain of transforming.

I was shaking in the aftermaths of the transformation, panting to catch my breath, when Richard made it back to the car. I had managed to wrap myself in the blanket, although the material scratched my raw skin. Yanking open my door, he crouched in front of me, one hand touching my throat. He ducked his head close to me, his nose flaring as he breathed in my scent.

“No bleeding?” he demanded, sniffing again as though distrusting his sense of smell.

I shook my head.

Relief eased the scent of his anxiety. He settled back on his heels to stare at me with a faint smile. I had to admit he was good looking, in a sun-bathed, beach boy sort of way—a way I didn’t like all that much.

Maybe other women liked his sort of surfer perfection, but he’d never hold a candle to my Sanders.

“The idea of waiting for a witch was to make sure there were no problems with the puppy,” Richard scolded. Picking up the things he had dropped beside the car, he set a McDonald’s bag on my lap. “At least having hands will make eating those easier. Eat them all; you need it. Had I known you were going to just go and change back to human, I would have gotten more.”

I worked an arm out from under the blanket so I could peek into the bag. There were at least ten burgers inside, and I sighed in resignation. Grabbing one, I set it on my lap, unwrapped it without bothering to free my other arm, and nibbled on it.

It tasted terrible. I almost wished I were still a wolf so I could express my disgust better.

Richard chuckled and started the car. “Best I could do, sorry.” Pressing a button on the steering wheel, he said, “Call Desmond.”

“What is it, Richard?” my Alpha answered.

“When your daughter realizes I’ve been alone in a car with a naked woman who belongs on the cover of a magazine, she’s going to murder me. I hope this makes you happy.”

“She changed?” Desmond replied.

“I was in Walmart picking up a few things to take to the lodge. Came back to a dark-haired, green-eyed woman instead of a wolf.”

“Sara?” The hope in Desmond’s voice hurt.

The thought of speaking made my dry throat hurt, so I grunted and took another bite of my burger.

“She’s not very impressed with my offerings,” Richard admitted, his deep voice purring in his throat and chest. “She’s been human for maybe a few minutes. Give her some time to remember English, Desmond. Before you ask, she seems fine. No bleeding.”

“Good. Don’t you even think of crashing that Porsche, Richard. I will hunt you down and beat you.”

Richard snorted. “I’ll try to avoid it.”

“You corrupted my daughter with your love of those death traps. Don’t you even think of infecting Sara.”

“I did no such thing. Your daughter was trying to steal my Porsche and everything else I own from the day I met her. Don’t you go blaming that on me, Desmond.”

“How far out are you?” Desmond demanded.

“An hour and a half, maybe a bit longer depending on the roads. At least we haven’t had a lot of snow yet this year. I’m taking it slow to give her a chance for the edge to wear off. I wanted to ask you if you think I should call Nicolina so Sanders can hear Sara’s voice.”

“Probably not wise. If his howling is any indication, he’ll lose it if he hears her voice and can’t get to her. I’ll call Nicolina and warn her to be ready to let the beast out of his cage so he doesn’t poison himself to death when he scents her. Considering they crossed the entirety of the United States without him turning on her, he won’t now. I’ll beat you there by a notable margin, so I’ll have some time to work with him.”

Richard sighed. “I’m going to get flattened, aren’t I?”

“A rival male near his mate? I’d say so. Don’t worry, Richard. If you’re really nice to me, I’ll protect you.”

“Thanks, Desmond. Really appreciated.”


Chapter Twenty-Five
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I choked down three of the burgers before I couldn’t stomach the thought of another. Between the grease, the wretched taste of overcooked meat, and the excessive use of ketchup, I fought to keep the pitiable excuse for food where it belonged.

Richard wouldn’t appreciate me throwing up in his mate’s car.

“Eat,” he growled at me.

“You eat it. It’s disgusting,” I replied, my voice hoarse and growly.

Glancing at the clock, Richard made a satisfied noise. “Thirty minutes to get something out of you in English. That’s not bad at all. You really should eat. You can’t have eaten much while wearing that muzzle.”

I bristled at the implication Sanders had neglected me, and for a long moment, all I could do was growl. “I ate.”

“How?” Richard countered, snorting. “I took off the muzzle, remember. There was no way you could hunt or eat while wearing it.”

“Sanders.”

“What about him?”

“He shredded our prey,” I replied, careful to keep my tone as neutral as possible.

He’d only come close to shredding me once after I’d been caught; I had approached him too soon after one of his kills. It had taken me several days to recover from the gashes he had inflicted on me, though the wounds hadn’t hampered my ability to keep up with him as we had continued west.

“He actually fed you?” Surprise altered Richard’s scent. “Maybe he’s not as far gone as I thought. He put up a hell of a fight when we found him, though.”

“He was hunting,” I growled.

Richard sucked in a breath. “For you. That explains a lot. He knew he had to get back to you with food or you and the puppy would starve. No wonder he’s been so much trouble. All I knew when I came down to help was that he was running wild and the last time anyone had seen Sanders, he had a bitch with him who had been muzzled and collared. When I saw him alone, I assumed something had happened which left him alone—not an unreasonable assumption, all things considered. Wild wolves aren’t exactly known for sanity.”

“What do you mean?”

Sighing, Richard shook his head. “Right, you’re new. I forgot. You got lucky. Maybe it’s because you’re an Omega, but normally, wild wolves turn on everyone—their mates included. They’re dangerous, volatile, and lethal. I assumed he was wild because Sanders tore into me like the fiend he is before we managed to subdue him.”

“Twice,” I whispered.

“Twice?”

“He got violent with me twice,” I admitted. “He stole my deer and batted me away with his paw. The second time, I got too close to him after a kill, and he bit me a few times.”

“That’s just normal Alpha behavior when running as a wolf, Sara. Nicolina’s taken a few whacks from me on bad days. Unfortunately for me, she hits a lot harder than I do,” Richard muttered. “If he had turned on you, you’d be dead.”

“Oh.”

We spent the rest of the drive in silence, and I was nodding off when Richard parked in front of a large house high up in the mountains. I blinked blearily.

Desmond’s car was parked beside a silver SUV, which was also a Mercedes. Richard got out, closed his door, and circled the Porsche. I yawned.

“I’ll carry you,” Richard said, reaching over me to unbuckle my seatbelt. “Maybe if I’m holding you, Sanders won’t flatten me. You can also stay nice and warm this way.”

We were halfway up to the house when the front door opened and Desmond appeared. “Sara.” He breathed my name, hopping down the steps to stand in the snow, ignoring his lack of shoes. “Amber’s ready to release him from the cage. You’ve already brawled with him once today, Richard. I’ll take her. He’s not stupid enough to test me.”

For a moment, Richard hesitated, and then he sighed and handed me over to Desmond. “She didn’t eat a lot.”

“She shares your love of salmon,” Desmond grumbled, holding me close to him. Dropping a kiss on my brow, he relaxed and sighed. “Your devil mate blocked you out of my pack bonds. I’m torn between wanting to kill him and being ridiculously proud of him for pulling it off.”

“Hi,” I mumbled.

“Hello. Had yourself a bit of an adventure, did you? You just can’t stay out of trouble, no matter what I do. What happened?” Desmond demanded, carrying me into the house.

“Driver shot Sanders with a dart,” I growled.

“The driver? We found his body along with one other, but I didn’t think he was involved.” Desmond’s scent turned bitter from his anger. “How did you get away?”

“Choked him. Shot the other one with the dart thing,” I replied, resting my cheek against Desmond’s chest, fighting back a yawn. “Swam.”

“You swam.”

“You should probably get her to Sanders before your daughter really does zap him,” Richard said, shifting his weight from foot to foot.

“Relax, Richard. He’s as calm as can be expected under the circumstances. I know what I’m doing.”

The door in the hallway looked like it should have led to a closet instead of a stairwell. I heard my mate’s growls long before we reached the basement. Richard went down first, taking the steps two at a time.

“Richard!” I heard pleasure in the voice I recognized as Nicolina’s. “Where’s the wolf?”

“I have her,” Desmond replied, far more careful with his footing than Richard. “She decided to change in the car while Richard was shopping.”

“Shopping?” Nicolina demanded.

“Clothes. Sanders will probably want them once we convince him to get out of his fur coat. If Sara had been nice enough to let me know she was going to change before I went in, I would have gotten her some, too.”

Desmond halted near the bottom of the staircase. “I’d get out of his way, because once I come into sight, he’s going to lose it.”

“Ready when you are,” another woman announced.

When Desmond reached the bottom of the staircase, metal clattered against metal, and my mate crashed into us. Desmond hit the wall hard before sliding to the floor. The air rushed out of my lungs from the force of my mate’s head ramming into my chest. He ran his nose up to my throat and gave a brisk rub. He pawed at me, whining.

“Dad!” Nicolina squeaked.

“Okay, that hurt a bit more than I was expecting,” Desmond groaned beneath me. “Damn it, Sanders, you’re heavy.”

“Notice how he wisely excluded Sara from his comment,” Wendy said, coming into the doorway to crouch beside Sanders, resting one hand on his shoulder. My mate licked my throat, placing his paw on my shoulder to keep me in place. “You have no idea how relieved I am to see you, Sara.”

“Sanders, stop that,” I complained, freeing my arm to shove his muzzle away. I managed to budge him a few inches before he decided to disregard my attempts to hold him at bay.

His cold nose against my neck drew a squeal out of me, as did the scrape of his teeth.

“Well, excited is far better than snarling,” Nicolina stated, approaching cautiously. The young woman reminded me a lot of Wendy, with the exception of her eyes and the way she carried herself, which reminded me of Desmond. “So, you’re Sara?”

I nodded and fended my mate off with my elbow. My mate whined, prancing in place. Before I could defend myself, he dragged his tongue from my chin to my scalp. “Sanders, stop that,” I begged.

“He’s a totally different wolf,” Nicolina commented, crouching down. She balled her hand into a fist, sighed, and like her mother had, she reached out and gave my mate a companionable pat on his shoulder. “Are you okay, Father?”

“I’ll manage. Sara, I’m going to force him to change, so try to keep calm. If he fights me, it might be a lengthy and bloody process.”

I tensed. “Now?”

“Do you think you can move him?”

I eyed my mate, who once again placed his paw on my shoulder. While he didn’t rest much of his weight on me, I had the feeling he wouldn’t let me up. “Good point.”

“He’s not going to be with the program for a while, so don’t be surprised if he growls and yips at you.”

“It only took her thirty minutes to start using English,” Richard reported. “I was impressed.”

“Tried to poison me with bad burgers,” I grumbled.

“You only ate three,” Richard replied, wrinkling his nose. “You need to eat.”

Shaking his head, Desmond squirmed beneath me until he could sit straighter. “If you can squeeze by me, Nicolina, do you think you can cook something so Sanders doesn’t try to eat us once he’s finished transforming?”

“Do I look like a chef to you? Am I wearing a little white apron and a funny-looking hat? How about a hair net? Am I wearing one of those?” Nicolina placed her hands on her hips.

A smile was all it took to transform Richard from a good-looking man into a gorgeous one. He knelt at Nicolina’s side, kissing her cheek. “You cook. I’ll make cookies.”

“Cookies,” she murmured, her eyes widening.

“And you wonder how he charmed our daughter,” Wendy said, grinning. “It was obviously his wise use of his baking skills.”

“Can we not talk about this?” Nicolina demanded.

“Cookies,” Richard cooed in her ear.

“Fine! Fine! I’ll make dinner. If you’re lucky, I won’t poison you,” the woman snarled, and muttering curses, she crawled over my mate’s back. Sanders turned an ear back, and when she was almost over him, he whipped his head around and nipped her ass.

She squeaked, lost her balance, and fell. Desmond caught her with an arm, choking on his laughter. “You okay, baby?”

“I’m going to skin him,” Nicolina hissed through clenched teeth.

“That’s what you get for crawling over him,” Richard chided, pulling the same stunt his mate had moments before, scrambling over Sanders to reach the staircase.

I pinched him as hard as I could. Like Nicolina, he fell, adding to the pile of the bodies littering the foot of the staircase. I turned my attention to my mate, burying my face against his warm fur and breathing in his scent.

Wendy choked, and after her second snort, she dissolved into a fit of helpless laughter. “What are you doing, Richard?”

“Your daughter looked like she was having so much fun I had to join her.”

“You’re hopeless, Richard,” Desmond grumbled. “I love you both, but get off. I am not a bed for you to romp on.”

“That’s disgusting, Father.” Worming her way out from beneath her mate, Nicolina scrambled up the staircase. She halted partway up as though she wanted to say something, shuddered, and fled.

Snickering, Richard sat up, leaning against my mate’s side. “Sure you don’t want help with him?”

“Go bake my daughter cookies so she doesn’t kill us all. I’d like to avoid leaving any bullet holes in Sanders’s lodge because we annoyed her too much.”

“If you’re sure,” he said, rising to follow his mate up the stairs. “Howl if you need me.”

“Will you need me?” The other woman asked, and I realized she was likely Amber, Nicolina’s witch.

“We should be fine. Go pretend you’re helping them in the kitchen if you want. Steal a cookie for me so I get at least one.”

After Amber squeezed her way by my mate instead of crawling over him, Desmond sighed. “Okay, Sara. This is probably going to be a really unpleasant change for him. You panicking while he’s fighting his way through it would not be good. He’ll be fine, but it’s going to hurt like hell, he’ll probably bleed all over the place, and when he’s done, don’t be alarmed if he passes out. All I need you to do is keep still. He’ll probably fixate on you through the whole thing.”

“Okay.”

“Ready?”

I wasn’t, but I nodded anyway.
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It took my mate far too long to transition from wolf to man, and as Desmond had warned, the process involved a lot of blood, most of which ended up on me. When it was over, Sanders slumped on top of me, his breathing ragged and uneven.

“Two hours and twenty minutes,” Wendy reported. “You’re almost as bad as Richard, Sanders.”

“Ouch,” my mate groaned.

“Immediate use of English. I’m impressed,” Desmond said, shifting his weight beneath me, and with a grunt, he pushed me upright. I scrambled to secure a hold on Sanders, holding him close to me. “I’ll have Richard bring clothes for you. I have no idea what you’re going to wear, Sara.”

“Upstairs,” Sanders croaked. “Spares.”

“I’ll go look,” Desmond said, extricating himself from beneath me, easing me against the wall. H headed up the stairs and paused at the top. “Will you be okay with them, Wendy?”

“You ask me after you leave? Yes, I’ll be fine with the puppies.”

I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall, relieved when my mate shifted his weight off me, sitting beside me instead of on me. “Hi.”

“Hello, yourself,” Sanders replied, his breath leaving him in a heavy sigh. He rested his head on my shoulder. “Ouch.”

“You’ll live,” Wendy said, sitting at our feet. “How much do you remember, Sanders?”

“Bits and pieces. More bits than pieces,” he admitted in a grumble.

“You, Sara?”

“I remember.” I paused, wondering how much to tell Wendy, decided it didn’t matter either way, and started from the beginning. “Sanders and I were talking in the limousine. There was a bang, loud enough I couldn’t hear anything for a while. The driver turned around and shot him with a dart. It pissed me off, so I choked him. When I tried to get out of the limo, someone was waiting for us. I shot him with the driver’s dart gun,” I reported, flexing my hand as the memories roused my anger. “There was another car, but I dragged Sanders into the water and left.”

“That explains why your phone died, Sanders. It wasn’t meant to go swimming. We found yours with the limousine, Sara,” Wendy said. “What happened next?”

“I changed into my wolf to keep him warm because he wasn’t waking up. I dozed off, and when I woke up, Sanders was a wolf. He wanted to go west, so we went west.”

“We managed to catch your trail near the Mississippi, and we would have had you both if that idiot witch hadn’t put you on a leash like he did, Sara. Why did you run?”

“Stranger danger,” I muttered, remembering my mate’s flight or fight response. “Sorry.”

“I can’t say I blame you. Sanders, you managed to break several of Charles’s ribs when you crashed over him. You hit him at full throttle. He was furious for days over losing your trail, too.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault, especially considering you were drugged when you went wild. I’m just glad you’re both safe.”

“Where are we, anyway?” Sanders mumbled. It was then I realized my mate’s eyes were unfocused and glazed.

“Your lodge in Snoqualmie. You were headed in this direction when Richard and Nicolina took you down. You broke my daughter’s wrist, so you better apologize to her after you’ve been fed.” Wendy smiled, which softened her rebuke.

“I don’t remember any of that,” he confessed. “How the hell did we get here?”

“You walked, Sanders. It’s been a full month since you left New York.”

“A month,” my mate echoed.

“You made damned good time, too. I still don’t have any idea how Richard and Nicolina found you.”

“Dumb luck,” Richard said, coming down the stairs with a bag in one hand and a pile of folded clothes in the other. “By the way, you have a wolf-shaped dent in the front of your SUV. I clipped him when he ran out in front of me. That’s actually how Nicolina broke her wrist. It was during the accident, not the actual scuffle.”

“You hit Sanders with my Mercedes?” Wendy growled.

“It’s not my fault. He jumped out in front of me, and I had nowhere to swerve. Be glad I only clipped him. Hitting him head-on would be like hitting a moose. Anyway, I managed to change while he was stunned from the impact. While he was tussling with me, Nicolina gave us both a jolt. She claims hitting me was an accident. By the time I came to, she had wrestled both of us into the SUV and had Sanders wrapped up like a Christmas turkey. At least I got to ride in the front seat without her tying me up.” Setting the bag and pile of clothes down, he crouched beside me. “Better, Sanders?”

“You hit me with Desmond’s SUV? Do you have a death wish?” my mate demanded, reaching for the bag. “Clothes?”

“Shower first,” Richard replied. “Since my cookie-making duties are over, I’m the poor bastard who gets to make sure you don’t drown. Wendy, Desmond asked me to beg you to take care of Sara. Once you’re both cleaned up and dressed, Nicolina should have dinner ready. I think she’s cooking everything you have in the freezer and pantry, Sanders.”

“Full bath is upstairs, Wendy,” my mate said. “There’s a shower down here I’ll use.”

“Come on, Sara.” Taking hold of my arm, Wendy hauled me to my feet, secured the blanket around me, grabbed the pile of folded clothes, and herded me up the stairs.
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While I had no memory of eating dinner or going to bed, when I woke up, light streamed in through the window, and my mate was sprawled beside me, his nose pressed to the side of my neck. His slow, steady breaths tickled. The low murmur of conversation kept me from drifting back to sleep. Grumbling, I rolled to get up. Sanders hooked his arm around me and pulled me to him.

“Go back to sleep,” he murmured.

“We should get up.” My stomach agreed, growling its complaints at being empty. “Breakfast.”

“Lunch,” Desmond called from somewhere nearby.

“Stalker,” my mate grumbled.

“Think he’d taste good if we grilled him?” I pondered out loud, prying my way out of Sanders’s embrace.

“It’s winter. We don’t grill in winter. Grilling in winter is cold work.”

An oversized t-shirt and a pair of boxers served as pajamas, and after a moment of consideration, I decided I was going to have to make drastic changes to my sleepwear. While I ached, stretching worked out most of the kinks. Sanders sighed. The bright amber of his eyes reassured me, and smiling at him, I leaned over the bed to kiss him. “So we can’t grill him?”

“You may not,” Desmond answered.

Sanders rolled out of bed, and not caring he was only wearing a pair of boxers, he wandered into the other room, pausing in the doorway to say, “Too much work. He’d put up a fight. I bet he’s stringy, too.”

“Good afternoon, Sanders. How are you feeling?”

“You keep interrupting these nice dreams where I’m cuddling with my mate and I don’t have to get out of bed. Stop it.”

“They’re not dreams if you’re awake when they happen,” Desmond replied. “Be serious. How are you feeling?”

“I’m not twitching anymore. I think your daughter hates me.”

“I do not. Maybe if you weren’t so stubborn, I wouldn’t have had to shock you,” Nicolina replied. “There are leftovers in the fridge if you’re hungry.”

I followed after my mate to find Desmond, Wendy, Richard, and Nicolina sitting on the stairs to the ground floor. Yawning, I leaned against Sanders’s back. My mate chuckled, reached behind him to take my hands, and wrapped my arms his waist.

“It’s nice to see you, Nicolina. It’s been a while.”

Desmond’s daughter flashed my mate a bright smile, and she bounced to her feet, standing on her toes and hopping to kiss him on the cheek. “We were worried. Thanks for coming home.”

“See, Charles, she’s a perfectly affectionate girl when she wants to be. Maybe if you’d stop taunting her and her mate, she wouldn’t try to shoot you every visit,” Wendy said.

I recognized an old argument when I saw it and watched with interest. Nicolina scowled in her mother’s direction.

With his scent sweetening from his pleasure and amusement, my mate propped his elbow on the top of Nicolina’s head. “You’re still perfect armrest height, girl. Haven’t figured out a way to add inches yet?”

She stomped her foot, ducking out from beneath his arm. “Jerk.”

“You make it so easy,” he replied. “Sorry for dragging you all the way down from Yellowknife. Where you two are, surely Alex is not far behind?”

Richard chuckled. “Alex is holding down the fort. Frank, however, is flopped on the couch downstairs. He’s not talking to me because I hit you with Desmond’s SUV.”

“I’m not talking to you because you hit him with my SUV,” Desmond growled. “You busted out a headlight and crunched my radiator. Can’t you limit your destruction of vehicles to your own? I’m still amazed you managed to get it back to the lodge before it went into its final death throes. I like that SUV.”

“I was not driving,” Nicolina stated, sniffling.

Confused, I tugged on my mate. “What are they talking about?”

Laughing, my mate turned in my arms, tilted my chin up, and kissed me. “Nicolina crashes things. So far, she’s totalled three Porsches, several snowmobiles, a plane—”

“The plane was not my fault!”

“—two bicycles, a truck, a motorcycle, a helicopter, and don’t ask me how she did it, but she wrecked a boat on dry land. I’m amazed you let her drive anything at all, Richard.”

“She just needs to be near the vehicle. I’m still working out a way to stop her from going anywhere near moving objects. It’s a challenge.”

“Don’t give her new Porsches to crash,” Desmond suggested.

“She’d just buy her own. Perhaps I enjoy how pretty she is when I give her the keys to her very own death trap.” Smiling at his mate, Richard got to his feet. “I like her just as she is. I’m not giving her back, sorry.”

“Mutt.” While Desmond’s tone was gruff, amusement laced his scent. “You still crashed my SUV with my daughter in it. Prepare yourself, Puppy.”

“No beating my mate, Father,” Nicolina grumbled. “Leave him alone. I don’t want to have to patch Sanders’s walls because you need put in your place again.”

“Please limit the gunfire to your own homes. Is there a reason you all are camped out on the stairs?” Sanders asked, freeing himself from my hold to head downstairs. “There’s an entire sitting room downstairs. And don’t feed me any crap about Frank being asleep on the couch. He’s probably on the couch to avoid your bickering. Frank!”

“Hey, Sanders,” a man called out from somewhere downstairs. “They haven’t killed you yet?”

“I’m sure it’s an oversight, Frank,” my mate quipped, disappearing from sight.

I leaned over the banister in my effort to figure out where Sanders had gone. “Who’s Frank?”

“My Third,” Richard explained. “After the number of times Sanders has bailed me out, Frank was determined to come along and help pay back the favor.”

“Maybe if you’d stop getting into trouble, Sanders wouldn’t have to come bail you out all the time,” Desmond grumbled.

I frowned. “I thought you said—”

Lunging to his feet, Desmond clamped his hand to my mouth. “Please don’t finish that sentence, dear.”

Both Nicolina and Richard narrowed their eyes. With her brown eyes brightening to a fire-bright amber, Nicolina asked, “What have you been telling her, Father?”

“Nothing, absolutely nothing,” he lied.
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Maybe my mate didn’t grill in the winter, but Desmond did. I shifted my weight from foot to foot, watching him from the back door. The scent of salmon teased my nose, woke my wolf, and sent us into a salivating frenzy.

“You’re going to freeze yourself and everyone in the lodge if you keep the door open like that,” he chided, lowering the grill’s lid to stare at me with an arched brow. “If you’re going to hover, at least put on a coat and some shoes. You’re acting like you’ve never watched someone grill fish before.”

I hadn’t, but I kept my mouth shut, hopping from the step to the patio, which was covered in several inches of snow. Closing the door behind me, I breathed in deep. The tang of lemon and savory spices lured me closer to the grill.

“I’m not going to steal the fish I’m grilling specifically for you, Sara. You don’t have to stand guard over them.”

I ignored him, leaning forward to get a peek at the grill. Sighing, Desmond lifted the lid. “There, see? All for you. Please go back inside where it’s not freezing.”

Three salmon, still in their skins, stretched across the grill’s surface. Sprigs of rosemary, blackened from exposure to the heat, were the source of the mouthwatering, savory aroma.

My mate poked his head out the back door. “Sara, what are you doing?”

“She’s acting like I’m going to steal her fish,” Desmond complained. “Can’t you keep her contained for the five minutes it will take for me to finish out here?”

Unlike me, Sanders was wearing shoes, and he came towards the grill.

I whirled to face my mate, baring my teeth at him. “Away from my fish, thief!”

Desmond laughed. “Stole from you out in the wild, did he?”

“Deer thief,” I growled. “I killed it. He stole it. Thief.”

“So now you’re going to defend your salmon to the death,” Desmond stated, shaking his head. “Your death, if you keep standing out in the cold wearing nothing more than a thin t-shirt and a pair of your mate’s boxers.”

“I don’t want your fish, Sara,” my mate said, laughter in his voice. He turned to me, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me to him. “Come inside and leave Desmond alone so he can grill in peace.”

I opened my mouth to refuse, but my mate snapped his teeth at my neck. Hopping back, I dodged, my eyes widening at his aggression. Sanders’s eyes blazed bright yellow, and I scrambled towards the door.

When Desmond cleared his throat, the sound startled me into staring at him. My mate took advantage of my distraction, biting my neck. I yelped, lightning jolting down my spine. My legs buckled beneath me, and Sanders caught me as I fell, tossing me over his shoulder.

“I shall keep her amused inside,” he said, carrying me into the house. I reached out to the grill, whining at being separated from my lunch. “You’ll be reunited with your fish soon enough. Dustin just arrived, and I want him to look you over before you get distracted by your gross fish.”

“Salmon is not gross!” I balled my hands into fists and pounded his back, careful not to hurt him. “Salmon is delicious.”

“So long as you don’t choke on it, you can have as much salmon as you want,” he promised.

Dustin was waiting in the kitchen, shaking his head while my mate deposited me on a chair. “At the rate you two are going, I’m going to have an ulcer before I’m thirty. While I was sincere in what I told you, Princess, I did not mean for you to bank time as a wolf. It doesn’t work that way. At least you had the good sense to avoid being drugged, unlike Stud Muffin here.”

My mate huffed, sitting beside me. “Fucker got me by surprise.”

“I would have been surprised, too. No shame in that. I wouldn’t have expected my driver and bodyguard to turn around and shoot me. Too bad he’s dead, because there’s a pretty long line of people wanting to find any other traitors and rid the Earth of them.”

“There was a second car,” I said.

“So the rumor mill has said,” the witch replied. “Let’s have a look at the pair of you, shall we? I’ll start with you, Stud Muffin.”

Sanders growled. “Not necessary.”

“I’m taking my orders from the Shadow Pope, Uncle. If he says have a look, I’m having a look. It’ll be a lot easier of a look if I don’t have to coerce Desmond into helping.”

I blinked, pointing at Dustin. “Did you just say Uncle?”

“To my mother’s endless anguish, I’m certain.”

“You’re Marcy’s son? With Rob?” I stared at him, and sure enough, when I looked for it, I found resemblances to both Marcy and Rob. “That’s crazy.”

“It really cramps my style, that’s what it does. Now, are you going to let me take a look, or will I have to call Desmond in? Damn it, forget them; my parents are going to murder me if I don’t report to them with good news. Forget the Shadow Pope and the overbearing Alpha grilling in the snow. Mom’s the real threat. She’s ready to come kill you herself, Uncle. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

For a long moment, I thought my mate was going to refuse, but he surrendered with a nod and a sigh.

Dustin pulled up a chair and took hold of my mate’s wrist. “You’d figure they’d learn I’m not a doctor—at least, not a real one. Sure, I can sense things with my witchcraft, but what good is that if I can’t fix what I can see? I usually can’t,” he groused. “Holly says I should go to medical school. I’m supposed to be a forensics investigator.”

“Does being a witch help you with your investigating?” I asked.

“Sure. I can pick up a lot of things others can’t. Proving them in court is a bear, but I can tell at a glance what sort of fluid I’m looking at; everything has a different feel to it. I’ve got a good memory for that sort of thing, which helps. Princess, make sure your Stud Muffin eats and drinks more; I’m pretty sure he’s down at least twenty pounds since I last saw him.”

“Not my fish,” I snarled.

“I’m not going to eat your fish!”

“You ate my deer,” I reminded him, narrowing my eyes. “Before it was offered to you.”

“I sense a territory dispute,” Dustin said, releasing my mate and scooting his chair closer to me. I held out my arm in his direction without turning my glare away from Sanders. “It’ll take a bit longer for you, Princess. Women are a bit more complicated than dull-witted studs. Males are useful and serve certain purposes, but they’re simple enough beasts.”

“Keep yapping, Dustin,” my mate growled.

“Oh, I will. You wouldn’t do shit to me and you know it. The first good news, you’re in better shape than he is. Beefcake can afford to lose some muscle. He’ll gain it back given a couple of weeks, and unlike the rest of us, he won’t even have to work too hard at it.”

My mate’s growl had a sharp edge to it, and pulling my hand free from Dustin’s grip, I flicked Sanders until he quieted. “No intimidating your nephew, even if it is a little creepy he’s nicknamed you Stud Muffin.”

“The puppy, Dustin,” Sanders snarled. “What about the puppy?”

“Your puppy’s just fine, Uncle. I’m taking it seriously. Relax. She has at least another week or two before there’s any risk. If you want any more information than that, well, I can’t help you. I can tell you there’s only one, though. I can’t tell you much more than that, and what I can find out isn’t all that important in the grand scheme of things, so I’m not going to bother. You should know the routine by now. Feed her well, feed her often, don’t let her transform, and make sure she gets enough sleep. I’m expecting a healthy cousin. You can name him or her after me.”

Making a happy, contented noise, Sanders grabbed my chair and pulled me closer to him, nuzzling my neck. “Puppy,” he murmured before kissing me.

“Someone’s happy,” Desmond said, stomping the snow off his boots as he came into the kitchen, carrying a large platter. The sight of the salmon made my mouth water. “Make that two someones. You really want this fish, don’t you, Sara?”

“Don’t even bother getting a proper plate. Just give it to her like that before she eats us,” my mate teased.

“I take it the rumors of a puppy are true? Is the little one okay, Dustin?”

Smiling, Dustin patted my shoulder, stood, and returned his chair to its proper place. “No problems I can tell, sir. Uncle’s lost weight and is a bit malnourished, but nothing a few good meals won’t fix. He’s lost a lot of muscle, but give him a couple of weeks and he’ll recover. I would advise against restoring the pack to him until he’s had a chance to get fit again unless you want every wannabe dominant making a run at him. It’d be fun to watch, knowing he’s going to be ultra protective for the next eight or so months. Anyway, I came, I saw, I conquered, and now, I’m going to head to the airport and catch my flight back to Vegas. If you need me, give me a call.”

“Thanks for coming out,” Desmond replied with a smile of his own.

“I’d say any time, but let’s limit it to once a month. You two have caused me enough trouble for at least several years.” Waving a farewell, Dustin left.

“Once you’ve eaten, Sara, I’m taking you both to my house. No complaining, Sanders. You’ll share one of the guest rooms, and you’ll like it. The pack has been frantic all month. Granted, they’re scattered all over the continent looking for you, and most of them won’t be able to get back to Seattle for another day or two, but that’s a different matter entirely. You can help me make the phone calls.”

My mate groaned. “Are you serious?”

“On all counts. Nicolina quite literally cleaned out the freezer and pantry last night; Amber and Frank offered to restock and ran off with one of my credit cards to do it. Richard’s stolen my daughter again; they’re taking my SUV to the garage to see if it’s a complete write-off or not.”

Narrowing his eyes, my mate watched Desmond. “You’re worried about someone coming after us again.”

“I told you he’d figure it out fast,” Frank said from the doorway leading into the sitting room. “Yes, we are. Whoever tried to grab you in New York had it really well planned, and they wanted both of you. Those darts are nasty business, in case you were curious. They’ll kill humans and witches outright. It’s fast acting—faster than anything we’ve seen in ages, and its more effective than Ketamine and wolfsbane at knocking a Fenerec down for a while. Do you remember how long you were out, Sanders? In case you haven’t guessed from my appearance, restocking mission is accomplished, and there’s a lot to put away.”

Shaking his head, my mate sighed. “I hardly remember anything, Frank. Sorry.”

“How about you, Sara?”

“I remember, but I don’t know how long he was out. His phone died so I couldn’t check the time, and when I changed to a wolf, I stopped caring,” I admitted, my face flushing. “I ended up napping, and when I woke up, he was a grouchy wolf.”

“I wouldn’t wish a drugged, grumpy Sanders on anyone,” Richard’s Third replied. “You’re a sneaky son of a bitch, Sanders. Never, ever go rogue—ever. I don’t think we’d stand a chance in hell of catching you. It was pure dumb luck they managed to track you at the Mississippi. We wouldn’t have caught you if you hadn’t darted out in front of Desmond’s SUV. Why did you do that, anyway?”

My mate’s face turned red, and he didn’t say a word.

Desmond frowned.

Watching the three men, I tore into my salmon with my fingers, nibbling on the flaking meat. I took care with the bones, setting them in a neat pile to the side.

Frank’s eyes widened. “You thought the car was prey, didn’t you?”

I sucked in a breath and inhaled a piece of fish. Choking and laughing, I thumped my chest to help dislodge the piece of fish. “He did no such thing.”

My mate spluttered, huffed, and ignored the other Fenerec.

When I was certain I wasn’t going to cough and inhale more of my salmon, I resumed eating, watching my mate out of the corner of my eye. “You didn’t, did you?”

“It was late, I was tired, and it startled me,” my mate grumbled. “I did not think it was prey.”

Frank snickered. “You attacked Desmond’s SUV.”

Groaning, Desmond slumped across the table, covering his head with his arms. “I’ll forgive you this once, Sanders, but only because you were mostly wild, didn’t know better, and were trying to hunt for your mate. But only this once.”

“I’ll pay for the repairs,” my mate mumbled.

“No, you won’t. That’s final. Us three males are going to go into the other room and let Sara eat in peace so she doesn’t have to worry about us thieving her lunch. Sanders, we’ll make you something when we’re home.”

While my mate obediently stood, he bent down, nipped my fingers, and stole the piece of fish I was holding. Whistling merrily, he made his escape.


Chapter Twenty-Six
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During the month I ran wild with Sanders, I had been aware of our puppy as more of an afterthought than a reality. I came to the conclusion wolves were simply better equipped to handle carrying puppies than humans.

As a wolf, meat went down easily and stayed where it belonged. As a human, my stomach wanted nothing to do with what I ate. While I was eating, my stomach cooperated, tricking me.

Hell began about twenty minutes after I finished my lunch. Determined not to waste three glorious salmon, I fought my growing nausea. The thought of riding in a car was enough to make me want to throw up. The drive was worse, and it took every last bit of my willpower to control my stomach.

I resorted to leaning on my mate, burying my nose against his shirt, and breathing in his scent. He wrapped his arm around me, drawing circles on me with his fingertips.

An hour after leaving the lodge, we reached a three-storied house surrounded by forest. A carefully manicured front lawn was hedged by thorny bushes while rose vines climbed up trellises flanking the front doors.

“Roses are Richard’s conceit,” Sanders informed me before sliding out of the car. I sighed, swallowed several times to control my stomach, and got out. Joining me, my mate slipped his arm around my waist, ducking his head to nuzzle my throat. “These roses have quite the story behind them, to say the least.”

“They sure do,” Wendy agreed, leaning against the car to stare at the front door. She pointed to the trellises. “Many of them are eight years old. Richard planted them one weekend when we were in Florida. There were some flowers there neither one of us were overly fond of but were too lazy to remove. When we came home, the trellises were installed. We found a single rose vine, carefully caged so nothing would get at it. Every time we’d go anywhere for more than a day or two, the sneaky rat would come over and plant another rose. He even coerced the alarm company to cut the video feeds of the front yard so we couldn’t tell who had done it. Within six months, the whole front bed was done as well as part of the hedge.”

Snorting, Desmond shook his head. “That drove me nuts for years. I actually thought you were the one behind it for a while, Sanders.”

My mate’s eyes widened. “Me?”

I breathed in my mate’s scent, and my wolf’s amusement surged at the satisfaction she detected.

Narrowing his eyes, Desmond glared at Sanders. “Why do you smell so smug?”

“I’m just wondering why you thought I was involved.”

“Oh, I don’t know—maybe because you run a landscaping business? That may have had something to do with it.”

My mate sniffed. “I work on ponds and overhauls for overly rich snobs like you, Desmond. I do not specialize in shrubberies.”

I poked my mate in the side. “You’re a gardener?”

When Wendy and Desmond burst into helpless fits of laughter and my mate sighed, I wondered what I had said that was so offensive and funny.

“Landscaper,” Sanders replied in a pained voice. When he smiled, the scent of his satisfaction strengthened. “Richard was the mastermind. I was the one who cut the video feeds to your alarm system. While I took pity on him and assisted in his efforts, I only did it to make certain he was long gone before you returned home. He even took commercial flights so you couldn’t sniff him out—or have one of your neighbors report a Porsche in the area. They’re so used to seeing me around they didn’t think twice about me bringing my truck over. They probably thought I was working on your pond or babysitting your house while you were out of town.”

“You sly dog,” Desmond growled.

“I might have more roses in my nursery waiting for spring to be transplanted.”

“What did he do now?”

My mate frowned, and his scent was marred by his worry. “I hope they’re okay,” he muttered, and I wasn’t sure if he had heard Desmond’s question.

Sighing, Desmond reached over and clapped my mate’s shoulder. “You just can’t go an hour without worrying about something, can you? Of course I called someone to take care of your greenhouse, Sanders. I’m well aware you need those plants for the spring. I may have a black thumb, but I know someone has to take care of your flowers.”

“Gardener,” I teased, nudging my mate with my elbow.

“He found a Damask variant. It reminded him of Nicolina, so he had to have them for his garden and decided yours needed them as well,” he mumbled, staring at the roses with a faraway look in his eyes.

“And he’s off in work land,” Desmond said, sighing. “Don’t worry, Sara. He’s probably inventorying every single plant in his greenhouse, doubting I was competent enough to hire the appropriate person to care for them. Sanders, relax. Yes, you were gone a month, but I wouldn’t risk your livelihood like that. If the person I hired screwed up any of your plants, I’ll replace them.”

“The fish,” he said, fidgeting. Before I could secure a hold on him, he headed towards the side of the house.

Desmond slapped his forehead. “Sanders, my koi are fine. All of them. I even fed them yesterday. Will you stop?”

Ignoring our Alpha, my mate disappeared around the corner of Desmond’s large home. Spitting curses, Desmond followed. Baffled by Sanders’s behavior, I stared at Wendy. “What’s going on?”

Wendy sighed. “Not long after Sanders started his landscaping business, Charles decided to help out a bit by hiring him to redo our property. I love Charles, but he can be excessive at times. He decided he wanted a koi pond. But he didn’t just want koi, he wanted hand-raised koi. Thanks to Charles, Sanders ended up with a side business in water gardens to go with his regular landscaping. If you want great koi, you go to him. I think it has something to do him with being an Alpha; he’s simply incapable of neglecting baby anything, even fish.”

“I like fish.”

“You can’t eat his koi, Sara.”

“In aquariums. I like watching them in aquariums,” I corrected, faking a dainty sniffle. “Unless he keeps pet salmon, that is. If he does, we will have a problem.”

“He does not keep pet salmon. By the way, if you still feel like you need to throw up, I’ll show you the bathroom while they are busy talking about the fish. They’ll probably be out there until one of us goes and fetches them. It’s probably for the better.”

Whether the distraction had helped or the worse was over, my stomach was mostly behaving itself. “You knew?”

“You should have seen me with the twins. I puked before I even got around to eating anything. It drove Charles to the brink of insanity, which had a certain amusement value. Sanders still isn’t thinking all too clearly, otherwise he would have noticed. He probably hasn’t gotten beyond the idea of having a puppy of his own yet. I’m sure it’ll click soon enough.”

“It’s not really that big of a deal, is it?”

“It’s really that big of a deal. I have no idea how you being an Omega will affect things. You’ll find out next month how difficult and unpleasant it is to try to resist transforming with the full moon. It gets worse with each month, too. Most bitches don’t make it through two months of resisting, and that’s with their Alpha helping. Too many Alphas simply aren’t dominant enough to stop the transformations. Unless I’m mistaken, the other Omegas are all male. Omegas are damned useful for helping bitches through the full moons, but packs with them don’t let them leave to help other packs. They won’t risk their Omegas for any reason—even to help puppies survive. I’ll have to ask Charles, he’d know. Come on inside. I’ll make you some tea. It should help a little.”

The outside of the Desmond home was gorgeous, but the inside was far better. Instead of the opulent wealth of the Plaza, they picked their luxuries for comfort, and the leather couch was worn in places. Fur clung to the carpet, and one arm had seen use by a cat. I stared at the claw marks, pointing at it in astonishment. “A cat? You have a cat? Cats get along with our kind?”

“We had a cat. She belongs to our younger daughter, and she now lives in Yellowknife, terrorizing any Fenerec who fail to worship her,” Wendy replied, grinning. “Nicolina hates cats. I’m convinced half the reason she tries to kill Charles every visit is because she’s still angry Lisa got to keep Cindy. Try not to get on Nicolina’s bad side. She doesn’t understand how to let grudges go. To answer your question: no, typically cats don’t like us. We raised Cindy from when she was an abandoned newborn, so she probably thinks she’s a Fenerec.”

The kitchen was smaller than I expected in such a large house. It was separated from the dining room by an island surrounded by stools. At Wendy’s invitation, I sat. “You have a really nice house.”

“Thank you. Charles wanted something larger, but I liked the yard. We have a hundred acres of forest in the back, which is wonderful for hunting.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Ah, some sixty years now.”

I sucked in a breath. “Sixty years.”

Wendy didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

Setting a kettle on the stove, Wendy snagged a stool and sat across from me. “I keep forgetting how much you have to learn. Fenerec can live a long time. A lot of the puppies don’t live more than ten or twenty years, but those who do survive tend to live hundreds of years. There’s a bitch out east who is almost two hundred years old now. Charles and I are both older, but very few people know that. Sanders is getting up there, too—part of the reason why he’s such a strong Alpha. He’s been in Seattle for at least forty or fifty years. A couple of Fenerec in both the Seattle and Yellowknife packs are over a hundred, but not many. We just don’t live as long as we used to.”

“Why not?”

“There just aren’t as many wild places left in the world, Sara. We’re human, but we’re wolves, too. There just isn’t enough room for all of us, and when the survival of the fittest comes into play, it’s not just the strongest wolf who lives. People notice when we don’t age. We often have to move around, change identities, and take steps to make certain we aren’t noticed. Most Fenerec screw that up. The Inquisition helps, but it can be hard.”

“But you’ve been here for sixty years.”

“We keep to ourselves and drive long distances to go to the grocery store. We try not to go to the same place too often, and keep a low profile around Normals—or a high-profile and schedule our own inheritances and change identities. The local witches help out, too. It’s not uncommon for them to open stores for Fenerec, since it makes it easier for us to integrate. Charles can teach you a lot. Since you’re interested in business, Richard and Charles will be great resources for you—Nicolina as well. Sanders prefers working with his hands rather than his head most of the time.”

“How does he manage landscaping? Won’t people notice he looks so young?”

“Large jobs for wealthy clients. He’ll design and implement the grounds. While he’ll sometimes maintain them for Inquisitors, he usually subcontracts to Normals. The Normals he hires he trains well, and when they start noticing his longevity, he encourages them to make their own way—or makes arrangements for them to get a job offer they can’t refuse. He’s careful, which is why he’s still alive. You’ll get used to it.”

I doubted I would, but I nodded and smiled because it was expected of me.
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Although there was a basement in the house, it only contained a generator and several huge freezers. I gawked at the wasted space and marveled at the vast quantity of frozen food the Desmonds kept in their home. I helped Wendy carry several large packages of meat up the stairs.

“This should be enough to feed your mate and have a little left for the rest of us,” Wendy said, narrowing her eyes as she considered the piles of paper-wrapped food littering the kitchen island. “Maybe. Are you hungry?”

Shaking my head, I sorted through the packages to discover they were all labeled deer. “Deer?”

“Charles and I sometimes come across a herd in our woods. If we bring down extra, we dress and clean them, and into the freezer they go,” she explained, filling the sink with cold water. One by one, she submerged the packages to thaw. “You’ll probably be hungry again by the time this is done. Do you like stew?”

“I guess I’ll find out,” I replied, wondering if deer would taste anywhere near as good while I was a human as it had when I had been a wolf. “Can I help?”

“Won’t be a lot to do until the meat thaws, but of course. Do you enjoy cooking?”

“I don’t mind. None of my recipes are going to impress Sanders, though.”

“I’ll be impressed no matter what you do,” my mate murmured in my ear.

I squealed, whirling around with my heart in my throat. Smirking at me, he kissed my cheek.

“Don’t do that,” I begged.

“Pay more attention,” he scolded, nipping my chin in rebuke. “Unacceptable, allowing me to sneak up on you like that.”

Chuckling, Desmond hopped up on a stool, looking over the mound of submerged packages. “I think you’ve pulled out enough for Richard’s appetite at his worst plus all of us, Wendy.”

“I saw how much Sanders ate yesterday. I’m not taking any chances. I will not be defeated by these two puppies,” she swore.

“I made the mistake of underestimating a pregnant woman’s appetite once,” Desmond informed me, propping his elbows on the counter. “It took a week for her bites to heal. We should try for another puppy, Wendy. You could keep Sara company.”

“Keep dreaming, Charles. It would be rude to impose on Sanders when he has Sara to worry about. If you’re really nice, I’ll let you ask him next year.”

“Don’t be stupid. Of course I’ll help if you want to add to your never-ending stream of puppy troubles,” my mate replied, grabbing a stool of his own and sitting as close to me as he could. “If you really want to try for a puppy this rut, by all means do. Between Desmond and I, I’m sure we can handle it.”

Wendy made a thoughtful noise. “Two Alphas with pregnant bitches is not wise for anyone.”

Desmond smiled at his mate. “It’d be the greatest Christmas surprise we could spring on our daughters. Imagine it. We’re at Christmas dinner. We’re pretending to exchange gifts. Instead, we inform Nicolina and Lisa they must fight to determine who loses their room to the new puppy on the way. We’ll arm Sanders with a camera.”

“You better take their guns away first,” my mate muttered. “I’ve handled multiple pregnant bitches at the same time. It won’t be a problem. Anyway, you could ask Richard for help, too. I don’t know if he has any bitches making a serious effort this year. You’ll make him really happy if you get him involved.”

“And give him ideas,” Desmond muttered, his eyes narrowing. “I like it. I suppose asking that daughter-stealing mutt for a little extra security is not a bad idea. Maybe a baby brother or sister will make our girls want puppies of their own.”

Wendy drummed her fingers against the counter. “Charles.”

“Yes, dear?”

“Maybe I already took advantage of you for a puppy. I guess you’ll find out in a few weeks,” she taunted.

Desmond’s nostrils flared as he breathed in. “You wouldn’t.”

“You stay there and keep your nose to yourself. Sanders, you come here and have a sniff,” Wendy ordered.

My mate hesitated. At Desmond’s growl, Sanders slinked off his stool. “Why am I being dragged into this?”

“Sara doesn’t know what scent to smell for. It’s far more fun if I drag you into the middle of it and leave my mate to wonder while he sleeps on the couch tonight as punishment for being pushy.” Smirking, Wendy beckoned my mate over with a wave of her hand. “I haven’t had my hug from you yet, either.”

Wendy cajoled a smile out of my mate. Pausing to kiss my cheek, he went into the kitchen, caught Desmond’s mate up in a hug and held her close, bending down to press his nose against her throat. “I’m sorry for worrying you.”

“Not jealous?” Desmond asked me, nudging me with his elbow.

I frowned at him. “Why would I be jealous?”

“She’s gorgeous and touching your male.”

“Are you jealous such a gorgeous male is touching your female?” I retorted, arching a brow.

“I will be if he doesn’t confirm my mate is taunting me.”

“Sanders won’t be saying a word. You won’t, will you?”

“Not a single one, I promise,” my mate replied. “I’ll enjoy watching Desmond squirm all night, wondering if he has been ignoring his nose. Don’t worry, I’ll stand guard upstairs tonight—just in case.”

“Sanders,” Desmond growled.

Releasing Wendy, my mate held his hands up in surrender. “I promised.”

Desmond sighed. “Fine.”

“Go back outside and play with your fish, boys. Better yet, go find something useful to do with yourselves until dinner is ready.”
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Helping Wendy cook dinner involved a knife, a cutting board, and an endless stream of things to cut into chunks. I liked the way the sharp blade thunked against the wood.

“If you want to control a male Fenerec, a puppy is guaranteed to keep him close to home where he can’t cause any trouble,” Wendy informed me, pausing in her chopping to toss another package of thawed meat onto the counter beside me. “First, he’ll hover during the entire pregnancy, keeping any threats and competition away. Once the puppy is born, the male’s entire life revolves around caring for the newborn. For the first week or two he’s the primary caretaker while the female recovers as a wolf. Most Fenerec-born are formula fed through the first few weeks unless another bitch had her puppy earlier and offers to nurse. The pack will often share baby-tending duties to let the male get rest, too—especially in the case of an Alpha.”

“Why is it hard on the Alpha?”

Wendy sighed, set her knife aside, and turned around to face me. “I’ve seen Richard and Sanders both collapse for as long as a week after the last puppy of the year was born. Charles makes runs to packs whenever the Alpha is down for more than a couple of days to help stand guard over the puppies. When Seattle’s pack went on a puppy spree a few years back, Sanders was out of action for almost two weeks; he didn’t dare shift the entire time because he had so many females relying on him to control their wolves. If he shifted, he worried they would sync with him and shift as well. So, he went through the same hell they did.”

“Does avoiding shifting hurt?” I asked.

“Like hell. Avoid it long enough and changing can become lethal—or make the Fenerec run wild. It’s always a risk. Sanders always makes certain he’s present for the bitch’s first transformation to make certain she won’t run wild. I believe Richard does the same. You’ll be invaluable for Fenerec wanting puppies once you learn what to do.”

“Why?”

“For the same reason Sanders didn’t run wild after a month of being a wolf, Sara. You were there keeping him human—at least a little human.”

“What would have happened if he had run wild?” I whispered.

“We probably would have been forced to kill him. There are few witches capable of restraining a wolf as old and dominant as Sanders. We were hopeful when we found you at the Mississippi. Wild wolves tend to attack anything that moves. The only thing a wild wolf knows how to do is fight. We should have known you had shed out. We probably would have been able to catch you both then and there if either Charles or I had been with the contact team.”

“I thought you said Sanders had broken Desmond’s ribs hitting him like he did.”

“Well, yes. You were frightened, and at that point, your mate wasn’t in the mood for talk. He had one job to do, and that was to protect you, which he did very well. He didn’t run wild completely, but he was wild enough! That’s why you’re so special, Sara. Without you, your mate probably would have died.”

I sighed. “Without me, he wouldn’t have been in that situation in the first place.”

“I wonder about that. They wanted you, but why? Was it because they wanted you, or was it because you are close to Sanders? With a pack as strong as Seattle’s, it’d take Yellowknife’s pack to mount a successful challenge. If you catch the Alpha, you have the pack. If you catch the Alpha’s female, you have a good chance of catching the Alpha—especially if he loses his head. All it would have taken was a Fenerec watching Sanders for five minutes to know he was trying to court you. If it’s a group who had been working with that sorcerer, Sanders was probably the target from the start, and you were the one caught up in the resulting mess.”

If anything, Wendy’s admission made it worse. “Doesn’t that mean you’re at risk now, too? Desmond’s our Alpha now.”

Wendy grimaced. “We’re always at risk, Sara. That’s just part of who we are. Our job is to take over entire packs if needed. Any wolf capable of that is wanted by everyone. Fortunately, we tend to have a lot of Inquisitors lurking around, keeping an eye on the property from a distance. At least these arrangements will make the Shadow Pope happy. With Sanders and you staying here for a while, a full-out assault would be necessary for someone to grab you. Should they try, we’ll win, and we’ll put an end to this once and for all.”

“Do you know who is behind all of this?”

“Not a clue. Whoever it is, though, they’re good, and that’s a problem. Once word spreads you two were recovered, I hope they panic and make a mistake. Until they do, I don’t know if we’ll be able to catch them.”
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By the time the stew was finished, I wasn’t hungry.

My wolf, however, thirsted for revenge, and I played along. Our mate was her target; she remembered his theft of our deer and the other animals we had killed. She remembered his bites, and with him human again, she was ready to exert her dominance over him.

To keep Wendy happy, I took a bowl of stew and kept it in front of me, pretending to eat while I listened to the table chatter. Richard sat across from me, with Nicolina across from my mate. Everyone else watched Richard and Desmond as they discussed the fate of the SUV.

“It’s old,” Richard declared, chomping at his spoon as though his enthusiasm for his food proved some point. “Shoot it and be done with it. I’ll even go with you to the dealership. When your SUV is older than Sanders’s truck, it’s a problem.”

Laughing, Desmond pointed his spoon at his son-in-law. “Stop instigating a car war. It’s not hard to have a vehicle older than his truck, Richard. It’s new.”

“I miss my old truck,” my mate grumbled, poking at his stew.

“Damn it, Sanders! I already said I was sorry,” Nicolina complained.

Pouting made my mate all the more handsome, and I forgot about my plan to steal his food, enthralled with staring at him. “What happened to your truck?”

My mate pointed in Nicolina’s direction. “She happened.”

“Someone please explain to him it was not my fault.”

“I love you very much, Nicole, but I’m pretty sure it was your fault,” Richard replied.

“Maybe if you hadn’t been distracting me, I wouldn’t have hit his stupid truck!”

Desmond cleared his throat. “In my daughter’s defense, you had been taunting her quite a bit, Richard. Perhaps if you hadn’t immaturely used a quartet of rabbit’s feet, she wouldn’t have felt the need to fling my baseball bat at you.”

“I was trying to give her better luck,” Richard replied, narrowing his eyes at his mate. “It didn’t work.”

“Maybe if you hadn’t given me the rabbits without their feet, I wouldn’t have hit his truck instead of you.”

Snickering, my mate propped his elbows on the table, staring at Nicolina. “Tell them what happened to the feet.”

While he was distracted, I stole the large chunks of deer meat from his stew, leaving him with nothing but vegetables. Wendy watched me, arching a brow. Burying my plundered meat at the bottom of my bowl, I nibbled on my vegetables and waited for my mate to discover the theft.

“Give me a break. Stuffing bloody rabbit feet under my pillow is not going to give me good luck.”

“I don’t know, it gave me good luck. You missed me with the bat,” Richard replied.

Sanders snorted. “At the cost of my truck.”

“And at the cost of your dinner, too,” Desmond said, pointing at my mate’s bowl. “Pay more attention.”

Sanders stared at his stew before turning his attention to my bowl. His eyes narrowed as he searched the dark broth for any evidence of his meat. With a puzzled expression, he met my gaze.

I deliberately reached over and took one of his potatoes, all without looking away from him. “I’m sure your truck deserved it.”

Nicolina laughed. “See? She’s on my side.”

“Let this be a lesson to you, Sanders. Never steal your mate’s kill. You may end up standing there, sighing and drooling pathetically, all the while wishing she’d share, but never, ever steal your mate’s kill. You have chosen poorly,” Richard said, once again smiling at Nicolina.

“Shut up, Richard. You’re digging your own grave. Last hunt, you stole my damned rabbit right out of my mouth, you freak.”

“It wasn’t dead yet. Until it’s dead, all is fair,” he replied.

“What did he steal from you, Sara?” Wendy asked, leaning towards me.

“The first time, he stole my doe,” I replied, sniffling. “I also downed a buck all by myself, and he stole that, too.”

“Little thing like you took down a buck?” Desmond asked, the surprise in his scent strong enough to make me sneeze. “I saw you at the Mississippi; there was no way you weighed in at any more than forty or fifty pounds soaking wet. I about ripped your head off pulling on your leash, thinking you weighed more than you did.”

“She may not weigh much, but she’s really good at breaking legs,” my mate said.

I narrowed my eyes and defiantly took another piece of potato. “You remember that?”

“It’s one of the bits I do recall. I vaguely remember being furious at you for trying a buck on your own.”

I pointed my spoon at him. “That did not give you the right to steal my buck.”

“Yet you expect me to lay my prey at your paws, you wicked little bitch.”

“I share, so that means you share.”

“Yet here you are, stealing my supper,” he complained.

Desmond’s cell rang, and with a sigh, our Alpha dug into his pocket and pulled it out. “Desmond,” he answered, wrinkling his nose. “Ah. I forgot. We’re having dinner with a show.”

There was a long pause, and with each passing moment, Desmond’s smile widened until it was a full-fledged grin. “The show is watching Mrs. Sanders tear into Mr. Sanders over his theft of her deer, sir. It’s highly amusing. Sure, one moment.”

Turning on the speakerphone, Desmond set his cell in the middle of the table. “You’re on speaker, sir.”

“Good evening,” the Shadow Pope said. “Welcome home, Matthew, Sara.”

My mate sighed. “Thank you, sir.”

“Did you have a pleasant trip?”

I snickered, and at a glare from Desmond, I bit my lip and quieted. My mate sighed again. “Can’t say I remember much of it, sir.”

“Pity. And you, Mrs. Sanders?”

“Muzzles and collars are terrible things,” I grumbled.

“Could you two, perhaps, enlighten me on what happened?”

Desmond cleared his throat. “They had just cause for being frightened of Inquisitors, sir. Their driver was involved. When the driver turned coat, he shot Sanders with the same drug cocktail we found in the limo and in that witch’s bloodstream. From what they’ve told me, he went partially wild at that point. Sara went with her mate. She’s too new of an Omega to have any ability to control her mate, let alone an Alpha.”

“I see. And at the Mississippi?”

Smiling, Desmond replied, “A simple case of not knowing anyone. After their driver shot Sanders, of course they were spooked. I’ll take the blame for that. If I had been with the first contact team, they probably would have come in willingly enough—or at least with only a fairly minor fight. We made some unfortunate assumptions about his little white and red wolf. We finally caught him two hours or so away from one of his lodges. He was headed home to den with his mate.”

Richard waved his hand to catch Desmond’s attention. “Sir, it’s Richard. It’s pretty simple to explain. Once she was muzzled, his protective instincts went into overdrive. He had exactly one job, and that was to feed and care for his mate. She’s pregnant.”

I flushed. Making a happy noise, Sanders leaned towards me and nuzzled my neck. “Puppy,” he murmured, his scent rich with his pleasure.

“Well, that is not what I was expecting to hear. I suppose that changes my order of business. Congratulations to the both of you. I’ll plan accordingly.”

Before I could thank the Shadow Pope, my mate kissed me, distracting me from anything other than the feel of him against me. He ran his hand through my hair, curling a lock around his finger to give it a gentle tug.

“They’d thank you, but they’re busy flirting, sir. Manners, you two—not at the dinner table. In the mean time, they will both be staying at my house. That should make it a little easier on you. I’m also refraining from returning Seattle’s pack to him for a few more weeks. He’s lost a substantial amount of weight, most of it in muscle,” Desmond said, pausing long enough to crack his knuckles. “I’ll probably keep them here until we find out who wanted them and why.”

“I’ll be posting guards around your property, Desmond. I trust you won’t interfere with their jobs.”

“You know the rules, sir—keep them at a distance from the house.”

“Of course.”

“Then I don’t see a problem with having guards around. Tomorrow, I’ll be taking them to Sanders’s greenhouse so he can check over his plants and reassure himself the folks I hired actually know what they’re doing.”

“I’ll send a couple of Inquisitors to keep an eye on things.”

Desmond drummed his fingers against the table. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? We don’t know where the leak is. You could be setting us up.”

“Go armed. You’re in your prime, Desmond. I’m sure you can take care of any potential issues.”

Wendy plunked her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her palm. “This is a terrible idea, sir.”

The Shadow Pope sighed. “Why is it a terrible idea?”

“This is going to be good,” Desmond muttered, reaching for his glass of water.

With a faint smile, Wendy watched her mate, waiting for him to take a drink before she said, “Two Alphas with pregnant mates worried about unexpected guests? You’re asking for people to get killed.”

Desmond choked. “Wendy! I’m sorry, sir. She’s yanking my chain.”

All she did was wave her hand in my mate’s direction. Sighing, Sanders said, “I can’t believe I’ve been brought into the middle of this.”

With wide eyes, Richard leaned towards Wendy, sniffing at her. The color drained out of his face, and when he turned to Nicolina, his mouth hung open, but all he did was splutter.

“Oh, hell no,” Nicolina burst out, rising to her feet. Circling the table, she headed to her mother, sniffing like Richard had. She staggered back several feet, pointing at her mother. Like Richard, her face paled.

My mate grinned. “Ten bucks says she fai—”

Nicolina made a strangled noise and slumped towards the floor. Diving to catch her, Richard knocked his chair over, getting his arm under her head before she could crack her skull on the floor.

Pulling out his wallet, Desmond pulled out several twenties and handed them to Sanders. “Tip for calling it.”

“What’s going on over there?” the Shadow Pope demanded.

“Maybe you do need a receipt for her,” I said, rising to look over the table at Richard’s sprawled mate. “She really fainted. Richard looks like he swallowed a frog.”

Desmond’s eyes widened, blazing bright yellow. “You’re really pregnant, Wendy?”

“She’s pregnant,” my mate confirmed. “Early, so you have to get up close and personal to smell it on her. I thought you didn’t want me telling so you could torture Desmond.”

“That was before I knew we were going to your greenhouse tomorrow.”

Desmond rose, circled the table, and rested his chin on Wendy’s shoulder, drawing in several deep breaths. “You sneaky little bitch,” he said, his tone full of admiration. “You tricked me.”

“I thought with the problems finding Sanders, you needed something to focus on, dear, and you’ve been whining about the lack of puppies in the house for years,” she replied, leaning her head against her mate’s. “That was before we found out Sara was still alive and pregnant. Not only will you replace my SUV, you’ll buy me a death trap to match my daughter’s.”

“Richard,” Desmond growled. “You’ve corrupted my Wendy. You’ll suffer for this, son.”

The Shadow Pope made a thoughtful noise. “Why is your SUV being replaced?”

“I attacked it,” Sanders said. “It won.”

The silence on the other end of the line was broken by strangled laughter. “You did what?”

“We must have been close to where he was denning with Sara. He attacked the SUV while we were driving it,” Richard said, and with a grunt, he rose, cradling Nicolina in his arms. “I’ll explain in a moment, sir. I’m going to settle my mate on the couch. She had to give him a pretty good zap yesterday, so she’s worn out.”

“It was a two-for-one special,” Desmond explained. “After Richard wrecked my SUV hitting Sanders, they had a bit of a brawl, which resulted in my daughter jolting them both to put an end to it.”

“There’s never a dull moment with you folks, is there? Okay. So, both of America’s strongest Alphas have pregnant mates. Is your pack aware of this yet?”

“No,” Sanders said. “I don’t even know if they know I’m here yet.”

Smiling, Desmond watched Richard settle Nicolina in the other room. “They don’t. I was planning on making the calls tonight after dinner and bringing them all in.”

“In the interest of making certain there are two healthy puppies, I’m keeping you attached to Seattle, Charles. Richard, do you have any bitches planning on puppies this year?”

“Only human ones,” Richard replied, grabbing a blanket from the back of the couch and covering Nicolina with it. “I’ve heard some rumblings about puppies for next year, though.”

“They’re your responsibility, Richard,” the Shadow Pope decreed.

“Sanders is almost as good at this as I am, sir. With one of them being his own puppy? They’re not going to need me.”

“That may be so, but let’s not take a single chance. You’ll be compensated all of your expenses.”

“I hate flying commercial,” Richard grumbled.

“What happened to your plane?”

“My mate happened to my plane.” Richard returned to the table, picked up his chair, and slumped onto it.

Both Desmond and Wendy jerked. “What?” they chorused.

“Did you crash again, Richard?” the Shadow Pope demanded.

“There were storms when I last flew it. I got it down, but Nicolina was waiting at the airport and watched me bounce on the runway more than normal. I did a little damage to the plane. The landing was a bit rough. Nicolina fried every electronic in the plane, shrieking something about never letting me fly ever again while she did it.” Richard scowled. “I wisely kept my mouth shut, but it’ll be a while until it’s fixed.”

“You may as well just buy a new plane,” Desmond replied, shaking his head. “No injuries when you crashed?”

“I’m not answering that question.”

“How badly?” Wendy demanded.

There was a reluctant silence, and when Desmond growled, Richard winced. “I got off lighter than I otherwise should have,” he admitted. “A minor concussion. I didn’t have enough reserves to get to a different airport. I circled for thirty minutes hoping the weather would clear. I think it scared Nicolina more than it did me.”

I narrowed my eyes and stared at Richard. “Is Nicolina the source of her bad luck or are you?”

Laughing, my mate clapped my shoulder. “You know, you might be on to something. Nicolina never had so much trouble until she met you, Richard Murphy.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Early the next morning, not long after sunrise, we piled into Desmond’s car and ventured across Seattle to where Sanders worked.

My mate’s eagerness to see his greenhouse made me smile. He fidgeted the entire way there, making excited noises in his throat when we skirted the city and went through a wealthy neighborhood rivaling Desmond’s. The road curved through thick forests, which opened to a field dominated by not one, but five massive greenhouses, all of them white.

“It’s huge!” I pressed my nose to the window in my effort to get a better view. “How can one person manage all of this?”

“One person can’t,” Desmond replied, parking his car in front of the largest of the structures. “That’s not quite true; Sanders is efficient, so he can if he must, but he hires and trains hopeful landscapers to work on the four auxiliary greenhouses. The main one he directly supervises. It’s the off season for him, so most of the greenhouses contain his personal projects or plants for next spring.”

My mate opened his door, dug out his keys, and without waiting for anyone, he went inside.

“He’s also extremely focused and likely has forgotten we all exist,” my Alpha admitted, shaking his head. “He’ll come back to his senses, probably as soon as he checks over his plants and wants to show you his prizes. You won’t be his second love for long, trust me.”

“I think it’s nice,” I said, sliding out of the car. “He has something he enjoys. He’s passionate about it. That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”

“You may change your mind in the spring when he’s home long enough to sleep before coming back to work,” Wendy warned.

“Maybe I’ll come with him and help. I can find some way to be of use.”

Desmond chuckled. “You could finish your schooling and focus your studies on handling his business affairs for him. Make him a fortune with his business. It certainly has the potential. He earns enough you could get a good start with investments. He’d be a very rich man if he had a bit more business sense. Mary was too busy with her career to help him with his, not that she was very interested in, as you like saying, gardening.”

“I might just look into that,” I replied, following after my mate. Sliding through the door, I hesitated at the unexpected heat and humidity. My mate prowled through the rows of plants, an astonishing number of them roses. “I thought he wasn’t an expert in shrubberies,” I muttered, admiring the pristine blooms of the flowers.

“He’s a sly old wolf and is good at misleading friends and enemies alike.” Desmond nudged me deeper into the greenhouse. “The fish are in the back, and I bet that’s what he’s going to check on first.”

Sanders headed to a door on the far side of the greenhouse and disappeared through it. Laughing, I followed. “He really likes his greenhouse, doesn’t he?”

Smiling at me, Desmond held the door for Wendy and me. “Third only to you and the pack. First when he’s caught up in the moment.”

I forced myself to smile. While the sense of hatred and dislike had faded, the thought of Seattle’s pack bothered me. Maybe they didn’t feel quite so much like enemies, but I lacked the sense of friendship and family my mate expected and enjoyed for himself.

Maybe one day the idea of being a part of a pack wouldn’t burn like a raw, open wound.

“If you wanted to make him really happy, maybe ask him about an aquarium once you’re settled. Just not salmon,” Desmond teased, winking at me. “He’d fear for the poor thing’s life.”

“He’d save money feeding her if he raised them himself,” Wendy pointed out, slipping by me to peer into one of the water-filled wooden tanks arranged rows through the building. I joined her. Koi swam in crystal clear water among waterlilies.

“Pretty,” I said, admiring one of the blooming flowers. “This is where he keeps all of his fish?”

“There are several large ponds in the back with the larger fish.”

I frowned, staring at the fish, some of which were as long as my forearm. “But these are large.”

“The ones outside are notably larger, I assure you. Won’t surprise me if these are headed to the ponds soon, though. They’re getting big for their tank.” Desmond made a thoughtful noise, pointing at one of the pale fish. “Wendy, I like that one.”

“No, Charles.”

“But Wendy…”

“You had a chance to get that one when it hatched. Behave. We are not here to buy more fish.”

“Those are already sold and waiting for spring, Desmond. You can’t have them,” my mate called out from the other side of the building. Shaking his head, he came to join us. “The owner’s having his pond installed in the early spring but wanted to pick his fish in the late fall.”

Desmond scowled. “My fish need new friends.”

“Your fish are spoiled rotten and have plenty of friends. If you want new friends, you need a bigger pond, Desmond. We’ve been over this before. No new pond, no new fish.”

“I could install a second—”

“Absolutely not, Charles,” Wendy snarled.

“A small one? We can get the fountain and waterfall you want added with it. We have space in the back.” Turning to his mate, Desmond pouted. His expression, so much like a sad puppy, made me giggle.

“Why is it every time we come here all you want is to make the pond bigger or add a new one?” Stomping her foot, Wendy turned her back to her mate and stalked through the aisles between the wooden, black-lined tanks. She paused at one of them. “What are these, Sanders?”

“I refuse to name the species. Sara might try to discover if they’re edible,” my mate replied, grinning at me.

I joined Wendy, staring into the water. While I didn’t know much about fish, I recognized the species from the grocery store. “Rainbow trout? But they’re so tiny.”

The largest of them was smaller than my hand.

“They’re destined for a nice big breeding pond in the spring. A trout breeder had illness sweep through his ponds, which shared a filtration system. These fellows were in his fry tank. Once he has his ponds fixed, they’ll be going back where they belong.” Sanders leaned against the side, grinning at the fish. “Most of the fish in this building have already been purchased. Come to the back. I’ll show you some of the fish Desmond keeps trying to buy from me.”

“One day,” Desmond swore.

“If you get a bigger pond, I’ll consider it. Until you have a bigger pond, you aren’t buying one.”

“Cruel.”

“To you, but not to your fish,” my mate replied, heading down the aisle towards a door in the back. “You can have some plants if you really want something new for your pond. Assuming they haven’t died, I have some interesting species your koi will enjoy.”

“You can have some new plants if they make pretty flowers,” Wendy conceded.

“We could expand the pond just a little, don’t you think?” Desmond hurried after my mate, leaving Wendy and I to tail behind them.

“This sounds like a routine conversation,” I said, grinning at Wendy.

“It is, usually once or twice a month for the past ten years or so. I wouldn’t want to deprive Charles of his fun, and Sanders enjoys telling him no and getting away with it. Charles is obsessed, but he really does care for his fish. I think he enjoys having pets capable of living a long time.”

“How long can they live?”

“In some cases, up to two hundred years. Some of the first koi Sanders bred for us are still in our pond.” Smiling, Wendy held open the door for me. “They both have a soft spot in their hearts for those.”

“That explains why he was so eager to see them at your house,” I murmured.

“Exactly.”

Behind the greenhouse were several ponds, one of which was so large I froze and gaped at it. “That’s a lake.”

“Not quite,” Wendy replied, giggling at me. “Just don’t go fishing in it. A bunch of kids did once, killed a few of his prized fish, and when their parents got the bill for them, I thought there was going to be bloodshed.”

I flinched. “How much was the bill?”

“Fifty thousand dollars, give or take a few dollars.”

Staggering to a halt, I gawked at Wendy, unable to close my mouth. Instead of the question I wanted to ask, a strangled croak emerged.

“What are you filling her ears with now?” Desmond asked, joining us.

“Fifty thousand dollars?” I whispered.

“Oh, that.” Desmond clacked his teeth together. “They were old fish of unusual colors. They were priceless, so far as I’m concerned, but we had to set a price for them for the lawsuit. It was a pretty cut-and-dry case. Sanders has security cameras throughout this place and had video footage of the kids fishing for them and killing the koi. It didn’t hurt they were caught by police with the fish in their possession.”

“What happened?” I asked. Desmond linked arms with Wendy, and we walked to the edge of the pond to join my mate.

“The judge looked over the case and discussed the situation with a few experts on the subject. He determined the kids to be guilty. The kids ended up having to work for Sanders for the equivalent of a thousand hours each and their parents paid a hefty fine. They couldn’t afford the price of the fish, so Sanders suggested labor as compensation.” Desmond chuckled. “They got off far too lightly.”

Turning to Desmond, my mate scowled. “You wouldn’t let me eat them.”

“I considered it.”

Wendy elbowed her mate. “You did no such—”

The crack of gunfire heralded the thud of something striking the ground near my feet. I jumped back, my throat tightening as my fear surged. A wolf growled, and moments later, the animal surged out of the trees lining the pond.

Desmond yanked out out a bone-handled revolver from his jacket and fired once. The wolf tripped, rolled, and stopped moving.

My mate spun on a heel, crouched, and broke into a sprint for the woods, so fast he was gone before I realized he had moved. Desmond gestured towards the greenhouses, and Wendy grabbed hold of my hand and ran for cover. I stumbled, caught myself, and followed.

“This way,” she ordered, and instead of heading inside as I expected, she ducked around the corner into the narrow passage between the buildings. While I had only noticed five buildings from the parking lot, there were smaller sheds hidden between them, forming a maze.

“What the hell?” I gasped out when Wendy came to a halt somewhere in the middle of the greenhouses. She held up her hand, peeking around the corner.

“We’d just be in the way,” Desmond’s mate replied. “Charles worried something would happen, so both of them are armed with silver bullets. It seems he was right. It’s better if we lay low so they don’t have to worry about us getting hit.”

I had a long list of reasons why I wanted to go back and help my mate, but rationally, I realized she was right. All I’d do was get in the way—or get hit in the crossfire. “Is there anything we can do?” I whispered, slinking up to Wendy’s side to join her in peering around the corner.

The quiet was broken by short bursts of gunfire, and I flinched at the sound. Something crunched behind me, and sucking in a breath, I whirled around.

I caught a glimpse of something metallic. Pain blossomed through my head, and I crumpled from the blow.
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Dazed from the blow to my head, I was aware I should struggle, but I couldn’t force my arms or legs to do anything other than twitch. Wendy howled her outrage until they bound her in leather and silver cuffs and gagged her. Once they—whoever they were—did, she growled in her throat, both a warning and a promise of what she’d do if she broke free.

I couldn’t tell if they were confident or stupid, but they left us together. They blindfolded me as soon as they shoved us into the cab of a pickup truck. All I knew was that the sandy-haired man with the wavering voice was in charge, and they all reeked of Fenerec.

“Two pregnant bitches,” the leader said, his tone bemused. “It’ll be a bloodbath when their mates wake up.”

I echoed Wendy’s growl.

“Good.”

I focused on the male seated beside me, who sounded pleased at the idea. For a moment, I was grateful he had leaned me against Wendy. Then my fury rose as I realized what would happen if Sanders and Desmond rampaged.

If they did, the Inquisition would deal with them, and they would likely use full lethal force. My wolf wanted nothing more than to sink her teeth into the soft flesh of our captors’ throats and tear out their jugulars.

“I’m just glad the info was good. That could have gotten messy if there were extras,” the leader commented.

I took slow, deep, and steady breaths, focusing all of my attention on the scents in the truck. From Wendy, I caught a faint hint of Desmond. Her fury stung my nose. There were at least three other males in the truck, and the reek of their satisfaction nauseated me.

“The bitch you whacked is waking up,” the Fenerec beside me announced.

“Good. I’ll only have to say this once. Ladies, if you behave, you’ll be well taken care of. There’s someone who wants to meet you. Don’t make a fuss, and I’ll be generous and allow you to keep each other company. Make a fuss, and I promise you when the full moon rises, you’ll be left entirely to your own devices. Do I need to tell you what that’ll mean for your puppies?”

Wendy’s growling faded to a whine, and the scent of her rage twisted and soured to fear and dismay.

“Be grateful we’re sparing your puppies. You bitches don’t deserve that much,” the Fenerec beside me growled. “Because of your lot, my brother’s dead.”

“Enough, Ed. Your brother was an idiot and got himself killed. While I wouldn’t mind getting a front row seat to two dangerous Inquisitors biting silver bullets, the bitches are too valuable to waste on your need for revenge. Once their mates are out of the way, they’ll be ripe for the taking,” the leader snapped. “I’m sure there are males who won’t object to raising a puppy to get a bitch as lovely as these two.”

While Wendy whimpered, my wolf’s fury crested, and my own rage joined with hers.

No one other than Sanders would ever claim me or our puppy as his, not so long as I lived. I growled, low, long, and deep. If Wendy couldn’t fight them, I would.

No one spoke, but my nose told me the truth. Maybe they had frightened Wendy, but my growls alarmed them. I savored the way their smug satisfaction broke, leaving behind nothing but fear and uncertainty in our kidnappers’ scents.
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No matter what their intentions were for our mates, our kidnappers were careful with both of us. After parking the truck at a marina, they herded us out. As soon as my feet touched the asphalt, I ripped the blindfold off and flung it at the sandy-haired man. He tilted his head aside to dodge it, his eyes narrowing. I bared my teeth at the leader, took hold of Wendy’s wrists, and unbuckled the cuffs.

When the silver burned my fingers black and pain stabbed up my arms, I remained silent, dropping the cuffs at their feet. One of the blisters burst and bled, dripping red onto the black and silver. Once I was certain I had their attention, I snarled, “No.”

With deliberate care, I removed Wendy’s gag and flung it in the leader’s direction.

The males exchanged glances, and without a word, they guided us towards a yacht. It was a large one, a sailboat at least fifty feet long. Wendy clutched my arm, her dark eyes focused on my blackened hands. She didn’t say a word, but I could smell her anxiety.

 I considered jumping into the ocean with Wendy, but one of the Fenerec had a dart gun pointed at us. I tugged on Wendy and pulled her on board, snarling whenever one of the males drew too close.

Maybe they saw my wolf in my eyes, because when I refused to let any of them get near Wendy, they kept their distance. The leader’s eyes narrowed, and they guided us deeper into the yacht with gestures and grunts.

When we reached a door, he pointed at it. “You will share that cabin, ladies. Remember what I said. If you behave, we’ll help you through the full moon. Otherwise, you will lose your puppies. You’re losing your mates soon. In a few hours, they’ll wake up running wild. Think it through.”

Wendy whimpered, tightening her hold on me.

For a brief moment, I considered tearing into his hide, but he still had a gun. While I worried about my mate, I worried more for Wendy. No matter how much I wanted to change things, I couldn’t, but at least I could help Wendy.

I couldn’t help Sanders.

I jerked open the door, shoving my hip against Wendy to force her inside the cabin. I narrowed my eyes, looking over our kidnapper from head to toe. “You weren’t wolf enough to handle our mates without your pathetic guns. What makes you think you’ll be wolf enough to help us? If she loses her puppy, I will paint this ship with your blood.”

“And what about your puppy?” he snapped.

I bared my teeth at him and shut the door.

If Desmond couldn’t keep Wendy safe from the moon’s call without help, no one could on their own. The sense of power I sometimes felt wafting from Sanders, Desmond, and Richard didn’t radiate from our captors. Instead of real strength, they relied on weapons.

They wouldn’t be able to help Wendy.

My wolf worried. Wendy was our Alpha’s female. Protecting her came before protecting ourselves—and our puppy. The thought of saving ourselves before her sickened my wolf, and I agreed with her.

We couldn’t allow them to touch her. We would, somehow, figure out a way to keep her from shifting with the full moon. I snarled, long and low, staring at the door.

“Who told them?” Wendy whispered, her eyes wide and face pale. She sank onto the cabin’s sole bed. “Who betrayed us?”

My wolf’s rage ignited. There had been no Inquisitors at the greenhouse.

“Someone in the pack,” I replied, the certainty of my suspicion fueling my fury. “Someone in the pack betrayed us.”

When I found out who, I would sink my fangs into them, and I would rip them apart.

“They’ve made a mistake,” Wendy whispered.

“They think they’ll get away with this. That is their mistake.”

Shaking her head, Wendy drew a deep breath, patting the bed beside her. “No. It’s an even worse mistake than that.”

I joined her, looking around the room. In anticipation of housing prisoners, everything was bolted down and the window had been fitted with silver bars. “What mistake?”

“Charles won’t run wild, and he won’t let Matthew, either. Richard’s nearby, as is Nicolina. Our mates are not so weak.”

“They can’t hunt for us over water,” I pointed out. The boat lurched, and I growled my disgust as we sailed out of the marina. “What are these wolves after?”

“Probably our mates. My guess is someone wants Seattle’s pack—someone in the pack wants to be Alpha, and they’re too weak to take over on their own. So how else to get rid of our mates? Force the Inquisition to do it for them. Then they can step in and take over. You, alone, were sufficient payment. Both of us? Irresistible,” Wendy replied, shaking with fury of her own. “They’ll likely try to subjugate us and steal us from our pack to torment our mates to drive them wild.”

“Like hell they will,” I growled, cracking my knuckles one by one.

More often than not, my wolf only nudged me, offering advice when she felt I needed it. She rarely took the initiative, preferring reaction to my action. Catching my attention by temporarily wresting control away from me, I felt her regard Wendy with worry and anxiety.

She didn’t speak in words, not really. Intentions, emotions, and thoughts passed between us without the need for language.

If I trusted her, if I let her rise to control, if I agreed to transform into a wolf, she would protect Wendy with my help. No matter what, we’d learn the secret of controlling Wendy and keeping her wolf at bay. Beneath her determination was the grief and fear of what we would do to our puppy. The acknowledgment of what we might lose to protect Wendy hurt us both far worse than the black marks on my hands, but we both knew the truth.

If we didn’t change, we both would lose our puppies. If we did, one would survive.

It wasn’t a difficult choice for me and my wolf to make. Lifting my chin, I clenched my teeth.

“Sara?”

“Dustin said I had a week or two before there was any risk,” I began, narrowing my eyes as I regarded the door. “My wolf thinks we will be stronger in her form. That we can fight them and resist them. That we can prevent you from shifting.”

Wendy’s terror surged. “You can’t. You’ll lose the puppy.”

“In a week or two, I guess we will, if we’re still prisoners. We might not be. We might escape—or be found. If Desmond can’t ensure you don’t shift, what makes you think these… these pathetic excuses for wolves can? If Desmond wanted Sanders’s help, there’s a reason for it. What would be the use of sacrificing both our puppies?” I snarled, snapping my teeth at Wendy’s throat in the same way my mate snapped his teeth at mine.

She whined and exposed her neck to me. Instead of the harsh bites my mate often favored, I scraped my teeth against Wendy’s neck.

“If they want to attempt to subjugate us, let them try. I won’t allow it.”

My wolf agreed, but she doubted we could resist as human. As a wolf, we were strong. Next year, we would mate again, but we couldn’t if we allowed them to kill Sanders.

“I shouldn’t have told him about the puppy,” Wendy whispered. “Then we could have had Inquisitors with us at the greenhouse.”

“And they would have been either killed or in on it. There would have been extra bodies to blame our mates for.”

“Must you, Sara?”

Even if Wendy wasn’t our Alpha’s mate, we would make the same choice. I found comfort in my wolf’s lack of hesitation.

“Yes,” I replied, proud of the confidence in my voice.

Wendy and Desmond were my friends. That was reason enough for my wolf and me.
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When the sandy-haired Fenerec barged into our cabin, I lunged for him, snarling and snapping at him, driving him out of my territory. I didn’t go beyond the doorway, ducking my head to protect my throat while raising my hackles.

My wolf’s pride in my behavior bloomed through me.

Like the queen she was, Wendy sat utterly calm on the edge of the bed.

“Fuck,” he spat, and without another word, he slammed the door in my face.

The round belonged to me, and satisfied I had displayed my dominance, I slinked back to Wendy’s feet, lying down to rest my muzzle on my paws.

“He’ll be back with others,” she warned me.

My wolf agreed, and I acknowledged my Alpha female with a low growl, a promise I would stand guard, doing my duty as the Second’s mate. Maybe we didn’t quite understand how packs were supposed to work, but with Desmond and Wendy, it was easy.

I lived to protect my friends.

It did not take long for the Fenerec to return. There were six of them, and they jostled each other in the doorway to get a look at us. While they stared at Wendy, most of their attention was focused on me. I rose to my paws, baring my fangs at them as warning of what I would do to their frail, human flesh if they dared to come too close.

“Well, ain’t she a pretty bitch,” one of them murmured. “Let me have her first.”

“That’s for our Alpha to decide once her mate is out of the way,” the leader snapped, stepping into the cabin. “Why the fuck did you let her change, you stupid bitch?”

“I can’t control a dominant!” Wendy blurted.

My Alpha female’s words rang true, which amused my wolf. For the moment, until we were reunited with our mate, we were dominant. We had to be to protect Wendy from the males and from herself when the moon rose. I advanced a pace, uttering a short, low growl.

“Sit,” the leader ordered, glaring at me.

There was power behind his command, and my wolf recognized the pressure from the times our mate, Desmond, and Richard forced us to do their bidding. Then, we had submitted. We had trusted in them to some extent.

I’d never submit to the pitiful excuses for Fenerec in front of me. Ignoring his order, I lunged forward, sank my fangs into his ankle, and bit down until I tasted blood. I jerked back with all of my might, braced myself, and shook my head.

His screams pleased my wolf. Releasing him, I hopped away, the male’s blood dripping from my jaws. I licked it away.

“We call her our little hellcat,” Wendy murmured. I backed away so I could glance at her. Her gaze focused on the floor, and she smiled her satisfaction. “You’ll need to be more dominant than that if you want to order her to do anything—or subjugate her.”

“I’ll kill you for this, bitch,” the sandy-haired Fenerec swore.

He needed the help of his wolves to leave, trailing blood behind him as he went. Lolling my tongue out of my mouth, I watched them go. They would try to kill me.

I would enjoy tearing them apart.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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I ruled the cabin as a tyrant queen, savage and vicious in the holding of my territory. I mauled three of the males before they learned not to enter the room without my permission. I didn’t allow entry unless they brought food for my Alpha female, food I sniffed in search of drugs.

They brought wolfsbane the first time.

I turned the male’s hand into a tattered, ruined mess, and when I was satisfied he had learned his lesson, I drove him away. I lifted the plate in my teeth, careful not to swallow any of it, and dumped it in the hallway, snapping my fangs as the males retreated. They tried again using a different drug. I didn’t know what it was, but it added a bitter smell to the meal they offered. I ripped out a chunk of another male’s leg before rejecting their food.

When they brought cooked food the third time for Wendy, I checked it over, and satisfied I couldn’t smell anything malicious, I permitted them to leave it. I didn’t allow Wendy to leave the other side of the cabin until they closed and locked the door behind them.

With my ears cocked back, I sniffed the meal over again just to make sure.

“I’ll check it carefully,” my Alpha female promised, rising to join me. I sat, watching her claim the dish. Like me, she smelled it. Unlike me, she poked and dug at the meat until she huffed her disgust and pulled a gel capsule out. “They’re clever, I have to give them that.”

The capsule ended up going down the toilet along with the rest of her meal.

When they returned several hours later, I flung the platter at them and ripped open one of their arms as punishment for their deceit. I howled my fury.

“She’s stubborn,” Wendy murmured, once again staring at the floor. “She won’t permit me to touch anything tainted.”

The sandy-haired male, still limping from my earlier attack, spat curses at me and left.

I lost track of the number of days they attempted to trick us. My hunger made me prone to taking chunks out of the male Fenerec until they surrendered and brought food for both of us—food unspoiled by their attempts to control us with drugs.

They gave me a large fish with big, nasty teeth, and it was still alive. Wendy squeaked, jerking her feet from the floor. It wasn’t a shark, and puzzled by how they expected me to get through its scales, I stared at the gathered males reproachfully.

“Maybe we should have descaled it first,” one of them muttered.

“Shut up,” the leader growled. “If she wants to eat, she’ll figure it out. Take your damned dinner, woman. There’s nothing in it, seeing as I can’t let you two starve to death, no matter how satisfying that might be.”

My fish was larger than I was, and still puzzled by how to eat it, I pawed at it. It snapped its teeth at me.

I snapped back, growling. Wendy hesitantly slid off the bed, holding out her hand for the dish the leader offered her. Pausing in my examination of my prey, I flared my nostrils and breathed in the scent of her meal.

Satisfied I didn’t smell anything wrong, I permitted Wendy to claim the dish.

The males fled before I could tear into their frail flesh.

As she did before, Wendy thoroughly checked the food for any signs of tampering. “If they have, it’s nothing I recognize,” she admitted.

I huffed, turned my attention to my fish, and grabbed it by the back of its head and shook it until it died. Its underbelly had softer flesh lacking the protection of scales, and dragging it to the door, I devoured it, careful not to swallow its sharp bones. Leaving the waste for the males to step in, I returned to the bed, sitting at Wendy’s feet.

Its meat wasn’t enough to ease the painful bite of hunger. I sighed, stretching out to guard my Alpha female.

Several days went by before they attempted to drug us again. The sandy-haired leader watched while the smallest of his Fenerec approached, carrying a plate.

I could smell the wolfsbane from three feet away. Jumping more than twice my own height, I seized his throat in my jaws, clamped down, and dragged him to the floor. As I had with the leader’s legs, I braced myself, and with my wolf’s fury driving me on, I shook my head as hard as I could.

The male’s neck snapped, and with a gurgled cry, he fell still. I abandoned the body, baring my fangs.

“Wolfsbane,” Wendy said, her disgust heavy in her tone. “Did you think you would fool us so easily? Ah, a shame. Too young of a puppy to survive. Did you not learn before? We won’t eat tainted food. I guess you’re fortunate she hasn’t run wild. She won’t eat our kind—yet. I’m sure she’ll save me for last.”

The sandy-haired male flinched. “Throw him overboard,” he ordered.

They took the Fenerec’s body and left.

“Sanders taught you how to hunt well in the wilds, didn’t he?” my Alpha’s mate said, sighing. “What a waste. Stupid males. They’re unfit for Seattle’s pack, let alone us.”

I huffed my agreement, heading into the cabin’s bathroom. It contained a shower, and at my warbled request, Wendy obediently came and turned it on so I could get the blood out of my fur without having to lick it off. She took her time drying my fur before tossing the towel over the bloodstains on the floor.

“It’s been almost two weeks,” she whispered, resting her hand on my belly, which bulged despite too many days without proper food.

I turned my ears back.

The full moon was on the rise, and I could hear the question in her voice. If I changed back now, if I could resist the moon’s luring call, I could save my puppy. Perhaps Wendy’s would be fine, but I didn’t know for certain.

If I wanted to save mine, I would have to sacrifice hers.

I rejected the thought before my wolf could give her input, but I felt her agreement, strong and sure. Meeting Wendy’s gaze, I shook my head. Her eyes watered with her tears, and with a quiet sob, she wrapped her arms around my neck.

Wolves didn’t cry, so I stood silent guard while my Alpha female wept for what might have been.
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The full moon rose, and Wendy’s eyes blazed yellow as she stared out the silver-barred window. Her desire for bloodshed and the hunt affected her scent, strong enough to sting my nose. Hopping onto the bed, I regarded her in silence. Wolves howled in my head, and Wendy whined as her need to howl with them surged.

I seized her chin in my teeth to catch her attention. When her gaze met mine, my wolf yanked control from me, forcing me back. I drifted, a pleasant haze clouding my mind. I was aware of my wolf warbling and cajoling Wendy. Instead of words, Wendy whined and whimpered, yipping on occasion.

I couldn’t understand what they were saying to each other, Wendy’s wolf and mine, but when my wolf hauled me from semi-consciousness, there was nothing human about Wendy except her body. She whined, rolled on the bed, and exposed her throat to me. At my wolf’s encouragement, I nipped her neck before smoothing my bites with long drags of my tongue.

In the cabin, we couldn’t hunt, but we could play. Bowing to her as Sanders had bowed to me, I invited her to chase me. She rolled, and on all fours, she pounced after me. We rolled over the carpeting. She outweighed me by far, and in my need to be careful around her stomach, I let her win. Her pleasure sweetened her scent each time she bested me.

Wolves howled nearby. I listened to their calls. They weren’t our pack, and my wolf growled. We stood guard over Wendy. Footsteps came down the hall and drew closer, halting near the door. Driving my Alpha female into the bathroom, I blocked the way in.

When the door opened, the sandy-haired male entered with two wolves at his side. Both were larger than me by far, at least twice my size, and their lust and need to mate polluted the air.

“Don’t kill the other bitch,” he ordered, and with a grim smile, he locked them in the room with me.

They prowled forward, their ears cocked back. Both had silver-gray coats, reminding me of real wolves, although much larger.

“Puppies,” Wendy growled. “She will kill you if you try. She is not your mate. She is Sanders’s mate. She is an Alpha’s mate. You dare? Mongrels.”

Both wolves halted, showing their teeth. I snarled in reply.

Wendy placed her hands on my belly, leaning over my back to whisper, “Subjugate them, my beautiful little bitch. Take them, make them ours, and turn them on that pathetic excuse for a wolf. They can join us and live, or they can die.”

Intrigued, my wolf stilled. I relinquished control to her, watching through her eyes as she considered the males. They were large for wolves so young, a promising sign for the years to come. Their lust she forgave.

We were, after all, the beauty our Alpha female claimed us to be.

Moving forward, my wolf bared her fangs, lifted her head, and glared at the two wolves. Their desire ebbed as their uncertainty grew. Lunging forward, my wolf sank her fangs into the throat of the larger of the two, growling until he flopped onto his side and submitted. Setting her paw on his shoulder, she released our prey, whipping her head around to glower at the other.

With a whine, he dropped and rolled, tail tucked.

Wendy made a satisfied noise, similar to a cat’s rumbling purr. “That’s right. Dominate them. Find the ties binding them to their Alpha and claim them for your own. Don’t worry. Sanders and Charles will help you if you need it. You can hear them in your head howling for us, can’t you? These mongrels took us. As payment, we will take two of their own.”

My wolf agreed. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. That was pack justice. They had driven us to risk our puppy for the sake of Wendy’s. We had claimed the lives of one of their pack in payment. We would tear away two of them and make them ours. As a pack, we would escape from our captors.

Pleased with our Alpha female’s cunning, my wolf obeyed her suggestion, sniffing at the two wolves we would claim. They trembled, and to enforce our hold over them, we growled. Neither my wolf nor I was in control, and we mutually agreed on everything we did. For several long minutes, we were puzzled by the challenge the two young males provided.

Then, like the others howls in our head, we heard the young males in our head, howling to a rival pack. Snuffling as we would when tracking prey, we pursued the two males we wished to take as ours, hunted them down, and when we isolated them, we sank our teeth into them.

We took the one we had bitten first. Shock and surprise lashed at us, clawing at the inside of our head. Ignoring the sharp pain, we seized the wolf lying in front of us in our teeth, biting hard enough to draw blood. With the taste of him flooding our mouth, we claimed him as ours, breaking him loose from the ties binding him as though he were a deer fresh for the slaughter.

While distant, I felt my mate’s astonishment, which was smothered by the welcoming howls of other wolves.

I turned my attention to the second wolf, sinking my fangs deep into his scruff, gnawing so I might taste his blood.

His Alpha was ready for us, and his defiance infuriated my wolf. After attacking my mate, after attacking my Alpha, he dared to withhold what was rightfully mine? The howling in my head surged, and for the first time since I had been taken with Wendy, I felt my mate’s presence as though he were right next to me instead of far away. His worry came second to his burning grief, but underneath the turmoil of his emotions, his need for me remained strong.

We shared our grief with him, but it was tempered with pride in what we had done and why. When we returned home, our mate would be waiting for us.

With his strength bolstering me, I yanked the second Fenerec from his Alpha and forced him into our pack’s bonds, tying him to me, to my mate, and to the other wolves howling in my head. When I finished, both Fenerec lay stunned at my feet, shuddering with their every breath. With nips and snarls, I drove them to their paws, herding them towards the door. I eyed it, baring my fangs.

Charging it, I slammed my shoulder against it. It shook against the force of my blow.

“Break it down,” Wendy ordered, and whirling towards her in surprise, I felt the power of Desmond’s authority backing her demand. Smiling at me, she emerged from the bathroom. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve, too, Sara. Don’t look so surprised. You can’t live as an Alpha’s mate for as long as I have without learning how to call on him. You could, but you don’t need it, not really.”

The two wolves I had subjugated obeyed, taking turns throwing themselves at the door until the wood splintered and cracked. When it gave way, the startled Fenerec plowed through, leaving a large hole in their wake. Wendy reached through, found the lock and released it, pushing the door open.

“We hunt.”

[image: Image]

The sandy-haired male was my prey, but I allowed the two new males of our pack to prove their worth by hunting the lesser wolves. While keeping careful guard over Wendy, we prowled through the ship in search of those who would pay for our captivity with their lives.

“This is a terrible idea,” Wendy informed me, shaking her head. “I hope you know how to sail this stupid boat because I don’t.”

Tyrant queens were above reproach, so I chose to ignore my Alpha female’s criticism despite its accuracy. I would clear the boat of the rival pack. It would be Wendy’s job to figure out how to keep us from sinking.

Three Fenerec, all wolves, waited for us on the deck. I snarled, lowering my head and raising my hackles, staying back so I could protect Wendy and her puppy. My wolf watched the largest of them move, a black male with white spots splattered all over him.

A single sniff identified him as the sandy-haired male.

“I’m generous, and while my mate may not be pleased with me for offering this to you, I’m doing it anyway. You can choose to join our pack and return home with us, or you can die,” Wendy said, her voice soft. “We’ve already taken two. The three of you are of no consequence.”

The black and white wolf jumped for us. Whining, the two new members of our pack flinched away. I crouched and darted forward, ducking beneath his snarling maw to snap at his throat. My fangs closed over fur, and I ripped out several tufts in my fury. Snapping at my flank, he yanked away from me. We separated.

Beneath the light of the full moon, my wolf’s rage ignited in a conflagration I couldn’t resist, and the taste of fresh blood on her tongue erased her need for anything other than the hunt. The wildness crept in, and she succumbed to her desire for violence.

I sank down into the quiet dark.
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Astonishment broke my wolf’s control over me. It took me a moment to realize what caught and held her attention. Sharks circled the boat, their dorsal fins slicing through the moon-touched water. My wolf remembered how many teeth Dustin’s shark had, and with a frightened yip, she recoiled from the ship’s railing.

My prey mocked me with a snarl, lowering his head. Blood dripped from both of us, though I had taken more than my fair share of gashes. I had no idea how long we had been fighting, but my paws were unsteady beneath me. My wolf retreated, her exhaustion bleeding into me. I panted to catch my breath.

Disgusted with my wolf for abandoning the hunt and leaving me to deal with our prey, I bared my fangs and wondered how I could beat such a large wolf.

A splash frightened me into hopping back a pace, and once again, the black and white Fenerec mocked me with a lolling of his tongue. The great, water-slicked body of a shark rocketed from the ocean below, thrashed in the air, and snatched my prey in its toothy jaws. In one bite, the male was gone. The shark landed on the deck, opening its mouth to reveal a few tufts of black and white fur. I yipped, tucked my tail, and retreated to Wendy, who gawked, her mouth hanging open.

It hadn’t even chewed before swallowing.

I turned in a tight circle, but saw no sign of the other wolves except for a few clumps of bloodied fur on the wood. In my head, my pack howled.

“The sharks ate them as an appetizer while you were dancing with their dinner,” Wendy informed me.

I shuddered.

Whether it decided it was too much work to cross the deck to eat us or it was full from eating my prey, the shark slipped back into the water. The ship rocked, and with a startled cry, Wendy staggered. I scrambled to break her fall, and her weight drove me to the deck. The pain of my gashes and bites surged, and I yipped and yelped my protests.

“Sorry!” she gasped, getting off of me. With gentle hands, she poked and prodded at my fur. “He really ripped you up.”

I turned my ears back and whined.

“Inside. I’ll treat you in our cabin.”

The cabin was our territory, and eager to be away from the sea full of sharks, I allowed Wendy to lead me down below the decks. I stood in the shower while Wendy washed the blood out of my fur. Each time she touched the deeper gouges, I snarled, earning a rebuking but gentle tap on my nose from my Alpha female.

“I will make certain Sanders knows you truly are a little hellcat. It’s in his better interest to teach you how to fight or next time you’ll be the one eaten by sharks. You are not invincible, Sara,” she scolded.

I huffed and stared at the wall, pretending she didn’t exist.

“Well done, even if the shark took your kill. I’m never going into the ocean ever again,” she confessed in a whisper. “I think it was still hungry.”

Shuddering, I sat down, lifted my paw, and licked my wounds. My cuts healed while I watched, bemused.
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It took three days for all of my injuries to heal. The sharks circled the entire time, watching and waiting for one of us to venture too close to the edge of the deck. Wendy growled under her breath at them.

The yacht had a kitchen, and I had no idea what powered the refrigerator, stove, and freezer, but it took one look to realize there wasn’t enough to feed a wolf and barely enough to feed Wendy. 

“Fuckers.”

I bobbed my head in agreement, and leaving Wendy to fend for herself, I investigated the boat, which only reinforced the fact we were up a creek without a paddle, and the creek happened to be the Pacific Ocean. Warbling my disgust, I headed above deck, flopped on the wood, and sighed my disgust, watching dorsal fins cut through the water.

There were more of them than I remembered.

Without the sharks waiting for their next easy meal, I would have whined at Wendy to fish for me. Creeping forward, I watched them swim, wondering why they were so interested in our boat. Turning my ears back, I barked at them once.

One shark lifted its head above the water and showed me its teeth.

The second one slapped me in the face with a fish. It hit me with enough force to send me reeling backwards, yipping from astonishment and pain. The fish flopped on the wood planks. Salivating, I pounced on it, pinning it with my paws. The fish reminded me of a large version of a trout, and the shark had left a ring of bite marks around its middle, cutting through its scales enough I could rip off the skin and get at the meat beneath. I choked several times in my hurry to ease my hunger.

Dragging the offal and bones I didn’t eat to the railing, I tossed them overboard. Perking my ears forward, I watched the sharks, drooling in hopes of another fish.

Wendy came on deck, frowning at me. “What are you doing? Get away before one of those sharks eats you,” she ordered, her voice sharp with concern.

As though waiting for me to be distracted, a shark smacked me upside the muzzle with a small fish, and yipping my excitement, I chased it down. It was small enough to swallow whole, and it was halfway down my throat before Wendy grabbed it by its tail and held on. I snarled and gagged on it, fighting to keep my dinner.

“Damn it, you are not a shark; you can’t eat them whole. Let go! You’ll choke, and then I’ll have to shove my fist down your throat. Let it go, Sara!”

Bracing her foot against my chest, Wendy yanked the fish out of my mouth. I howled my anguish. With a flick of her wrist, she slapped me with my snack. “I will clean this for you so you don’t die.”

A huge splash drew our attention, and my fish forgotten, I hurried to the rail. The sharks were in a frenzy, and the largest one I had seen yet surged out of the water with something huge in its mouth. The shark thrashed, angled its body, and crashed against the side of the boat, rocking it with enough force I fell over. Wendy shrieked, dropped my fish, and grabbed hold of the mast to stay upright.

When the seas settled, the shark had left a bloody present on the deck. The tuna was larger than I was, and I immediately started drooling.

“Dustin’s sharks,” Wendy muttered, shaking her head. “These have to be Dustin’s sharks. That freak. Sharks don’t give up a tuna like that.”

I picked up my small fish, carried it to my tuna, and flopped onto the deck. Pinning it with my paw, I ripped it to shreds, careful to avoid the bones. I tossed the offal to the sharks, and licked my chops as I tried to decide how best to approach eating my tuna.

“Gross,” Wendy grumbled, shaking her head. “I don’t suppose you’ll share, will you?”

I shot her a reproachful look, turning my head away from my tuna until she brought a knife to take meat suitable for her human palette. Despite how much she claimed, there was so much left over I couldn’t finish it all. It took both of us to shove its remains off the deck to feed the sharks.
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The days slipped by, and our escort of wolf-eating sharks kept pace with our boat as it drifted on the tides. When I saw land in the distance, I was so excited I forgot the sea was full of carnivorous predators and jumped in, swimming for the beach. Wendy cried out behind me and cursed at me from the rail.

They didn’t eat me.

Still spitting curses at my idiocy, Wendy dove in and followed. She was a far better swimmer than I, catching up while I paddled for all I was worth for the beach.

“Stupid Sara,” Wendy grumbled. She squeaked when a shark slid through the water beside us. “Just had to jump into shark-infested water.”

I glared at her, wishing I could point out she had done the same.

Twenty minutes later, with the help of the ocean currents and a couple of nudges from sharks, we reached the empty, white-sand beach. Warbling my delight, I shook out before running along the surf. I darted back to Wendy, trotting around her in circles until she laughed at my antics.

“Now all we need to do is dry out, find a phone, and call Charles,” she said, whistling as she headed towards where the sand ended and the grass began.

It didn’t take long to realize we hadn’t found the actual coast, but rather an uninhabited island. I howled my frustration, turning in a circle before howling again. Wendy sighed, shook her head, and ran her hands through her hair. “Okay. I suppose we can dry out and figure out what to do now. At least we aren’t on the boat any more. Maybe someone lives here.”

I sniffed, but I couldn’t detect any of the usual signs of human habitation: no oil, no gasoline, no smoke, and nothing even remotely artificial. Drawing a deep breath, I howled again.

“Howling your head off isn’t going to help matters any,” she informed me. “Let’s hope there’s fresh water on this island. After that, we’ll figure out what to do.”

Since my nose was far more sensitive than Wendy’s, it fell to me to sniff out the water. There was some, and its sweet scent lured me deeper onto the island. An ancient trail guided me through a gray, dead forest, up onto the island’s short plateau, and to a decaying ranger station.

There was a spring nearby, its stream flowing to the sea below. I crossed to it and drank my fill.

“Maybe they left a kayak or a raft,” Wendy muttered, heading to the door. She tested the knob, and when it was locked, she growled her frustration and kicked it open. “I’m starting to get really, really annoyed.”

Something crashed inside the ranger station, and moments later, a chair flew through the window. I yipped, tumbling into the spring. I submerged until only my nose and my eyes remained above the surface, my ears pinned back. A lamp and a phone followed the chair, each accompanied by Wendy’s snarls and curses.

I whined, and finding a shallow enough spot I could lie down without emerging from the water, I watched and waited. What the rotting ruins of the couch had done to anyone would remain a mystery; it joined the rest of the debris, taking a chunk of the wall out with it.

When she emerged, she flexed her hands, breathing heavily. “Someone’s going to die for this.”

I hoped she didn’t mean me, and deciding it was in my better interest to stay where I was, I froze. With narrow eyes, she glared at the pile of wreckage she had left on the ground before her gaze turned to me. “What are you doing, Sara?”

I closed my eyes and lowered my head until all but my nose was submerged.

“I can see you, Sara.”

When I didn’t move, Wendy stomped to me, grabbed me by my scruff, and hauled me out of the spring. “Find. Me. A. Boat.”

I fled.
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The sail boat broke apart on rocks hidden below the water’s surface near the island, and I watched pieces of it wash in, wondering if it counted. It was a boat, and I had found it. The sharks lurked in the water, and I swore they were laughing at me while I contemplated whether or not Wendy was secretly a carpenter capable of building a new boat from a destroyed one. Grabbing a plank in my mouth, I sighed and hauled it back to the ranger station.

Several more chairs and a table had joined the couch on the ground. Waiting until I had her attention, I dropped the piece of wood in front of me.

“Do not tell me the boat sank.”

I turned my head and stared at the spring, feigning interest in the flow of water.

Stomping inside, Wendy screamed and another piece of furniture crashed into the pile. She emerged, pointed at my piece of wood, and snarled, “Bring every last piece you can find.”

I cringed, tucked my tail, and shuffled to the shore to gather wood as directed. Dragging planks up to the station in an endless stream, I was careful to avoid making eye contact with my infuriated Alpha female. Her eyes blazed yellow, and my wolf warned me her wolf was in control. My wolf wasn’t as worried about it as I was.

So long as Wendy remained in human form, my wolf did not care who was in control. I, however, fretted.

Wendy’s wolf enjoyed breaking things, and I didn’t want to be added to her growing list of smashed items. I hauled wood until I couldn’t take another step, flopping on the beach to catch my breath. A shark washed up on the shore nearby, swishing its tail at the surf. I stretched out a paw and batted the water. It showed me its teeth, twisted around, and returned to the ocean.

Wise wolves and women feared large sharks, but when the great white surged up on the beach, dragging a tuna with it, I rose to my paws, play bowed, and warbled to it. It twisted around, lashing its tail so hard water sprayed in my face. It left the tuna, which was still alive although dying. Grabbing it by the tail, I dragged it up the beach. It took full body jerks to move the large fish. It died before I made it up to the plateau, panting from my effort of dragging our dinner.

Wendy narrowed her eyes as I hauled the fish to her, dropped it at her feet, and collapsed in an exhausted heap. “The sharks are still around.”

I turned an ear back, stretched out my paws, and groaned.

Drawing a deep breath, Wendy let it out in a long exhale. “Okay. My daughter likes to say all problems can be solved with a clever application of fire. Let’s find out if she’s right. Fortunately, I found matches. They left the dumbest assortment of shit in this station.”

Included in Wendy’s collection were a knife and a sharpening stone, which kept my Alpha female occupied for an hour as she removed rust from the blade. By the time she was finished, I worried what would happen if she snapped and used the weapon on me. Carving the tuna with more enthusiasm than I liked, she set aside enough for herself before gesturing to me with her blade. I took the fish a safe distance from Wendy and settled to eat, keeping a close eye on my Alpha female.

I suspected the only reason she didn’t burn the ranger station down was so she would have somewhere she could take shelter to avoid the incessant wind sweeping over the plateau. The sun was setting when she finished gathering dried seagrass, clumped it around the base of her pile of wood and other flammables, and burned it.

As I had while at sea, I took the leftovers of the tuna to the water. Instead of dragging the corpse into the surf, I tore off scraps and tossed them to the waiting sharks until I bored of watching the smaller ones jump to catch my offerings. I left the rest of the carcass within their reach and trotted back up to the ranger station.

Wendy poked at her bonfire with a stick, growling with each breath. “If I had been smart, I would have done this in the morning. You know, when someone might see the smoke.”

When I saw no sign of the knife she had spent so much time sharpening, I flopped beside her, stretching my paws across her lap. Resting my muzzle on her knee, I yawned, closed my eyes, and basked in the warmth of the fire.
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The following day, Wendy’s foul mood soured further. With a maniacal grin, she set the ranger station on fire. I considered myself fortunate she did not do so while I was in the doomed structure. My wolf retreated, leaving me to deal with our Alpha female’s erratic behavior. I sighed and watched the flames, wondering what to do.

If there was anyone nearby, they’d find us. The station put off an oppressive amount of smoke, which stretched to the cloudless sky in a dark pillar. I tugged on Wendy’s worn jeans to catch her attention.

Sinking to the ground beside me, she wrapped her arms around my neck, and as she had on the boat, she cried, her thin frame shaking. I sat quietly, turning my ears back at my inability to do anything for her. If she was anything like me, she wanted Desmond.

I wanted Sanders. I wanted him to tell me everything would be all right even though I knew it wasn’t the truth. When Wendy cried herself to sleep, I pulled free of her arms and returned to the beach.

Dustin’s sharks were either far smarter than I gave them credit for or they were really bored. Instead of fish, I found salvage from the boat piled in the surf. Soaked clothes, once property of the Fenerec we had killed, littered the sand along with pots, several large knives, and coils of rope. The sails were tattered and shredded, but I took pieces I thought were large enough to be useful. More wood washed up, and I busied myself ferrying everything up onto the plateau while Wendy slept. With the ruined scraps of sail unfit for anything else, I made a nest for myself.

By the time Wendy woke up, I had piled wood into a stack near the stream, offering a buffer against the wind. The larger pieces of the sails I left beneath several pieces of wood to keep the thick fabric from flying away.

Instead of tuna, the smaller sharks tossed smaller fish onto the beach for me, which I dutifully carried up to Wendy. She regarded the collection with a scowl. “More fish.”

I took it as a hint to see if the island offered any real meat. Heaving a sigh, I loped off.

While the island was large, the only thing I found of interest was mice, and I hunted them down with enthusiasm. Unlike fish, which Wendy wouldn’t let me swallow whole, my wolf enjoyed crunching on the mice. We didn’t catch enough to feel full, but by the time I returned, I had relaxed enough to ignore my Alpha female’s growls and fidgeting.

“I guess we wait or we swim and hope to find another island—one with people on it—or shore,” she muttered, settling in beside me. She offered me one of the fish, which I rejected with a turn of my head. “You have to eat, too.”

Without a real way to communicate with her, I sighed and took the fish. Under her watchful eye, I picked its bones clean instead of swallowing it whole like I wanted.
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The days passed, and with each one that slipped by, Wendy’s mood deteriorated. She stared to the east, her attention fixated on something I couldn’t sense or see. While I had, for a time, felt my mate as a warmth within, my sense of him had faded to the thin awareness he lived, somewhere far out of my reach.

When the full moon rose, I ghosted at Wendy’s heels, encouraging her wolf to take over her body without shifting forms. Wendy’s wolf liked me, which was why I lived, and I knew it. My wolf and hers talked, and with sickening fear, I realized she no longer needed me.

Wendy’s wolf reigned, and she had no intentions of shifting. With a puppy to defend and let grow, she would wait. When I whined at her wolf’s desire for solitude, she turned on me. As Sanders had in the wild, she rebuked me, although she used her fists and feet instead of her teeth. I cringed, protected my belly, and endured.

I remained, keeping a careful watch, but as I had guessed, she didn’t need me at all.

When the full moon set, I retreated to the far side of the island, watching Wendy from a distance, too afraid to approach.

The yellow never left Wendy’s eyes, and I wondered how much woman remained in her human body. My worry grew, but I lacked the courage to stand up to her. Each day, I returned to the beach, kept company with the sharks, and dragged their offerings up to the plateau to leave for my Alpha female when she wasn’t paying attention or chose to ignore my approach.

I lived on mice and the occasional bird unfortunate enough to cross my path. Hunting lacked the satisfaction it had with Sanders at my side. When the the dark moon rose, Wendy ventured to the east-facing beach on her own, and as I watched from the plateau, she slipped into the waters and swam away.

Dorsal fins surrounded her, and without a single look back, she left me behind. When she went, all of the sharks went with her.

I howled my loneliness, and as expected, there was no reply.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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I denned beneath the charred ruins of the station. The blackened debris hid the hole I dug, and when it was large enough for me to curl up within, I spent my days sleeping and my nights hunting. With each sunrise and sunset, my wolf took more and more control over me until I watched the world go by through her eyes.

Like Wendy, she longed for something in the east, but she didn’t trust the sharks in the water, so we remained on our island.

When the mice grew scarce, we spent most of our time asleep.

Sometime before the full moon rose, a stirring in the pack bonds woke me, and the howling of a wolf filled my head. It was a joyful, welcoming call. It wasn’t for me, so while my wolf and I were puzzled, we otherwise disregarded our pack.

Humans invaded my territory three days after the full moon set, and my wolf feared them. We hid in our den, staying still and silent to avoid detection. For the first time since taking over, she prodded and poked me to full consciousness.

Voices drew near. Without me, she couldn’t understand them. I didn’t recognize them, and in my grogginess, I didn’t understand what was going on or why she cared about the humans. In the time I had slept and she had ruled, I had grown thin with mats tangling my fur. The only plump part of me was my belly, which my wolf regarded with resigned grief.

Someone crouched outside my den. My nose informed me he was a male. There was something not-quite human about his scent, although I found no hint of the cinnamon spice of my own kind. When all I did was stare at him, he rose, turned, and called, “Found her.”

I was too tired and hungry to protest when a Fenerec male reached into my hole, grabbed me by the scruff, and pulled me out.

“That was a hell of a lot easier than I thought it would be,” he confessed, tightening his grip on the back of my neck. I sniffed to catch their scents, and the howls in my head strengthened. There was no malice in their scent, and my wolf found their concern and anxiety promising.

We were too worn and hungry to fight them. While my wolf wanted to at least give them some reason to fear us, I considered it a waste of effort. I doubted I could stand without falling over, let alone sink my teeth into anything or anyone.

“That might have something to do with the fact this island is a terrible place for a Fenerec. She’s all bones,” someone—another male—replied. “Think you can carry her without hurting her?”

“I’ll take her,” a voice I recognized said, his tone far gentler than normal. Perking my ears, I sniffed to catch his scent.

“I think she recognizes you, sir,” the male holding me stated.

“Just because you can’t recognize your own tail when you’re hungry does not mean everyone else is reduced to a mindless amoeba,” Dustin replied, his annoyance bleeding into his voice and his scent. “Fenerec are social critters, and without Stud Muffin around, she’s probably lonely on top of starving.”

I sighed when Dustin took me, and while his hold put uncomfortable pressure on my stomach, I didn’t complain. Resting my head against his arm, I closed my eyes.
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I caught a faint hint of my mate’s scent, and my wolf went wild in her desperation to get to him. Growling, I pulled free of Dustin’s hold on me, jumped to the metal bottom of the boat, and fell on my face as it bounced over wave after wave.

When I couldn’t stay on my paws, I howled my frustration. Dustin pressed his shoe between my shoulders, and I warbled my complaints at him. My wolf wanted me to bite him and put him in his place, but I controlled her. Pulling out a cell phone, Dustin dialed a number and held it to his ear.

“Listen,” he ordered before holding his cell in my direction. I blinked at it. He prodded me with his foot, and I yowled my irritation with the witch, followed up with a warbled demand for my mate. Satisfied, Dustin put the phone back to his ear. “Skin and bones plus about ready to burst at the seams. Once we get her on shore, you’ll need to force her to transform, because she’s far enough gone I don’t think we’ll be able to talk her into it.”

I snarled. If I transformed, I knew what would happen. I struggled to rise, but Dustin kept me pinned far too easily. I twisted around and grabbed his ankle with my teeth, warning him with a growl I would draw blood he pushed his luck.

“You will also need to pry her jaws from my ankle when we dock, please,” Dustin continued. “I think she took offense to my suggestion.”

I heard Richard’s deep rumbling on the other end of the line. A moment later, I heard my mate’s voice.

“I understand, sir, but you have a choice to make. You can risk the puppy, or you can kill the bitch and the puppy. She’s too small. Transformation is mandatory. I’ll try to help as I can, but you know as well as I do what risks are involved. Please note I said risk, sir. Yes, I’m aware it’s long after the safe time for her to shift. Yes, I’m aware the standard chances are slim. Am I the only one here with my head screwed on straight? Alphas!” With a snarl to rival a Fenerec’s, Dustin hung up. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m trying to save your puppy. The only male with any sense at all between the three of them is Uncle Stud Muffin. He has his priorities straight. While he wants that puppy more than the rest of them combined, he needs you even more.”

There was something smug about Dustin’s scent, and without releasing his ankle, I stared up at him in silent questioning.

“I can’t tell if you’re the luckiest or unluckiest bitch alive, but unless I’m wrong—and I rarely am—I think your puppy will be just fine, assuming you get your skinny ass back into your two-legged form without a fuss and you stay that way this time. I’m a water witch; I know these things. Of course, it’ll hurt like hell, and you’ll hate me every single moment of the transformation, but we all have to make sacrifices, don’t we?” He smiled at me. “You did good work. Mrs. Desmond, by the way, headed straight for her mate once she reached shore, and both her and her puppy are just fine. Don’t be surprised if you get mobbed when we do reach shore. There are a lot of people quite worried about you.”

I had my doubts about that, but I released his ankle, yawned, closed my eyes, and waited.
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Dustin had lied to me.

If transforming hurt like hell, I wasn’t aware of it. I had no idea what he drugged me with, but all I felt was a prick in my flank before I blacked out, only to wake up in my mate’s arms. Sanders nuzzled my neck, and the rich aroma of his pleasure and contentment filled my nose. Fingers pressed to my wrist, but they weren’t my mate’s; they were too small.

“And you doubted me,” a smug Dustin said, his tone pleased.

“I can’t believe you drugged her,” Desmond growled.

“You begged me to try to save the puppy. You told me to do whatever I needed, just try to save the puppy. Stop whining, sir. I was only following your orders.”

“All right, Dustin. How the hell did you pull this off?” Richard demanded.

“Luck,” the witch replied. “I used a concentrated blend of wolfsbane and another herb—no, I’m not telling you which one. If I do, you’ll attempt it with every single failed breeding, and it won’t work. It’s short duration without the Ketamine serving to enhance it, but that’s all I needed. With the wolfsbane directly in her bloodstream, when Stud Muffin ordered her to change, I used my witchcraft to ensure the puppy likewise obeyed.”

My mate stiffened, tightening his hold on me. “You did what?”

“Bitches miscarry during transformations because the changes in their anatomy are simply too much for the developing puppies to survive. However, I have had a theory for a while, but it’s one nigh impossible to prove,” Dustin answered. “I gambled, and I won. That said, under no circumstances should you permit anyone to get an ultrasound near her, because you’ll end up having to answer some very, very difficult questions. You should be congratulated, Uncle. You must have really taken her for quite a ride to score yourself such a lovely puppy.”

Desmond sucked in a breath. “Are you trying to tell us the puppy is a True-born?”

“I might be trying to imply something of that nature. I had my suspicions prior, since there was something odd about the puppy when I checked the pretty little princess before, but I had no way to confirm it. I took a chance and it worked. Now, I’m not going to promise there won’t be problems or the puppy will continue to survive. She’s weak, she’s malnourished, and she’s been under a great deal of stress. All I did was buy the puppy a chance. Try not to waste it.”

“Shut up, Dustin. You’re noisy,” I mumbled.

“Sara!” My mate clutched me to him, kissing my throat. “I’m so sorry.”

My tongue didn’t want to obey me, so my words came out slurred and difficult even for me to understand. “Why’re you sorry?”

Dustin chuckled. “Save your blubbering for after she’s gotten something to eat. He’s sorry for a list of crimes about ten miles long, which we’ve all heard him bemoaning right along with Desmond for more than a month. Please spare us and tell him to stuff it. Please.”

“Stuff it,” I informed my mate dutifully.

My mate’s happy laugh convinced me and my wolf everything was okay.

“Let’s get back to the hotel,” Desmond suggested, growling with his every breath. “You got me to leave my mate. While I trust my daughters, there’s no way in hell I’m staying away any longer than necessary.”

“I’ll round up Holly and Barry. We’ll hit a couple of stores and bring back enough to feed both of the bitches. Stud Muffin, get her in bed and keep her there, unless she wants a soak in the tub. I’d say call an actual doctor, but I don’t know if they’ll tell you more than the fact she’s skin and bones and needs to eat.” After muttering a long string of curses, Dustin sighed. “Do you think I can go back to my real job after this?”

“We’ll think about it,” Desmond replied. “March, Sanders, before someone else gets the idea to grab one of our mates.”

“Desmond, your daughters are with Wendy, as are Amber, Alex, and Frank. They’d need an army to get to her right now. You’ve been gone for less than an hour,” my mate replied, and with a grunt, he got to his feet with Richard’s help without letting me go. “Personally, I hope those fuckers try. I’d love to see your girls take chunks out of their hide—and interrogate them.”

“Someone in the pack betrayed us,” I mumbled, remembering what Wendy had said.

“I know,” my mate whispered in my ear. “And when we find out who, we’ll put an end to this once and for all.”
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While I had two feet and was fairly confident I’d be able to make them cooperate with me, Sanders trapped me in a blanket and carried me. I considered complaining, but his scent was so full of happiness and pleasure I kept quiet, not wanting to ruin his mood with my whining.

Maybe it’d been a matter of luck, but I hadn’t killed our puppy. When I wasn’t so tired and hungry, I’d muster enough energy to feel something other than weary relief.

By the time we reached the hotel, I was half asleep. I freed a hand from my blankety prison to grab hold of my mate’s shirt in a death grip, determined to prevent him from escaping. The scent of his pleasure intensified when he noticed.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he reassured me, kissing the top of my head.

“We’re cursed,” I complained.

“I noticed.” Sighing, Sanders adjusted his hold on me and, with a little help from Richard and Desmond, got out of the car without setting me down. “Thanks.”

“I figured asking you to let go of her long enough to get out on your own would be a bit much,” Richard replied, grinning at me. “Not that she seems interested in making things easier on you.”

“Mine,” I hissed at Yellowknife’s Alpha.

“Trust me, Sara, I don’t want him. He’s not my type,” Richard replied.

“Thief,” Desmond growled, and the viciousness of his tone was offset by the affection sweetening his scent.

“The greatest accomplishment of my life is my stealing of your daughter.”

Snorting, Desmond herded my mate and Richard into the hotel lobby, heading straight for the elevator. My mate chuckled, shaking his head. “Are you ever just going to confess you love having Richard as one of your puppies, Desmond? You’ve lost. He has you wrapped around his finger as much as your feisty little daughter does.”

“Do not make me take you out back and beat you, Sanders,” Desmond retorted, tapping the elevator button impatiently. I lost count of the number of times he pressed it before the doors dinged and opened. “I permitted that runty little puppy to court my daughter because she begged me to allow it. I was feeling benevolent at the time. He’s still a grubby thief.”

“She emptied a magazine around your head, Desmond. She snarled at you when she did it and warned you if you interfered with the male she had successfully captured, she would eat you,” my mate retorted. “If I recall correctly, she emptied the second magazine around your head, Richard.”

“I didn’t even do anything that time,” Richard complained, stepping into the elevator to hold open the door. “Nicolina doesn’t beg. If you’re lucky, she might ask. Usually, she’ll just apologize after doing exactly what she feels like doing. I think she was expressing her dislike for your overprotective possessiveness, Desmond.”

“That’s my job, damn it.”

Laughing, my mate shook his head. “They’re all like this all of the time. Richard and Nicolina are the worst once they get started. They’ll bicker at each other all day and night if you let them, and they’ll enjoy every single moment of it. They’re both too shy to admit how much they adore each other. Male pride on his part. Good genes on hers.” The elevator door dinged and opened at the top floor. “You’ll get used to it. We’ll pop some corn, sit on Desmond’s couch, and watch the fireworks when they visit. It’s like going to the movies, but far more entertaining.”

“Go take care of your mate,” Desmond ordered. “I’ll check in with Wendy before coming with my phone to place a few calls. Richard, stay with them. I’ll send Nicolina over to keep you company. Do you mind me borrowing your brother as a guard?”

“Wait, you’re asking me instead of doing exactly what you want?” Richard feigned a faint, slumping against the wall and pressed the back of his hand to his forehead.

“Richard.”

“Of course you can borrow him. Just return him in the same condition when you’re finished with him.”

Sanders laughed. “You two are something else. Give us an hour, Desmond. While I love you dearly, Sara, you’re in dire need of a bath.”

I laughed because it was true.
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I fell asleep in the tub, and when I woke up, it was to the quiet murmur of my mate’s voice beside me. Cracking open an eye, I watched him. He sat beside me, leaning against the headboard while holding a cell to his ear.

“Come sleep,” I mumbled, untangling from the blankets to slide my hand up his bare arm.

“Ah, hold on a moment, sir,” he said before turning his attention to me. “Hungry?”

A gurgle from my stomach answered him. Laughing, he placed the cell to his ear again. “Sir, can I call you back? Ah, yes, I suppose that will work.” He held the phone out to me. “Talk while I hunt you something to eat.”

I glared at the device, sighed, and took it, setting it somewhere in the general vicinity of my ear. “Hello?”

“Good evening, Mrs. Sanders,” the Shadow Pope greeted me.

“What time is it?” I mumbled, contemplating whether or not I wanted to be awake and how offended the man on the other end of the line would be if I fell back asleep.

“Six in the evening your time. I was just discussing with your husband about who might be responsible for your kidnapping. Wendy has already expressed her belief someone in the pack wishes to remove the Alphas to stage a takeover, but I wanted to hear your thoughts.”

“Agreed.” I drew a deep breath and yawned. “This is like a bad cop soap opera. Too bad we can’t just do like they do on television and search phone records for odd calls to weird places.”

There was a long moment of silence on the other end of the line. “There’s no reason we can’t do that, actually. We’ll have to hope the accomplice was using their Inquisition phone, however.”

“Why?”

“Those are the numbers we have automatic authorization to pull records for, Mrs. Sanders.”

“You have the authorization to marry people without their prior consent, adjust their licenses, do their taxes, and buy properties on their behalf. Surely you can get a warrant to pull phone records for the other lines,” I grumbled.

“Do you have any other opinions you would like to share with me?”

“I wanted to kill our kidnapper and give him to my mate as a present, but a shark ate him.”

“I’m sure Matthew will appreciate the thought. Excellent work, by the way. You were very brave to do as you did. I hear your puppy has also emerged unscathed so far as well. I’m relieved. We were worried, especially knowing Wendy has difficulties resisting the need to shift with the full moon.” The Shadow Pope chuckled. “Richard and Charles had their hands full with her this month, or so I’ve heard.”

“Can I be the one to kill those responsible?”

“You, my dear, will be under a very tight protective detail, which will consist of Yellowknife Fenerec and specially chosen Inquisitors. If there is anything you can do to help, however, I will keep you notified. Seeing as you’re awake, I will hang up so you can enjoy the rest of your evening with your mate.”

The Shadow Pope hung up, and for a long moment, I stared at my mate’s cell. Shrugging, I reached for the nightstand. I couldn’t reach it, and I decided it wasn’t worth the effort to move.

When Sanders returned, he was carrying a glass of red juice. “Something suitable for you is being made. In the meantime, I come bearing a gift of vegetable juice.”

“He said I had to enjoy you for the evening.” I flopped my arm in an attempt to reach the nightstand. Smiling at me, my mate took his phone and set it aside.

Working an arm under me, he eased me upright, leaning me against him. “Is that so? And how do you intend on enjoying me? I am at your command.”

“Just stay with me,” I murmured, relaxing.

“Always,” he promised.
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While I could hear Richard and Nicolina in the neighboring room, Sanders treated the bedroom as his territory, growling whenever anyone came too close to the door. The only person he allowed in was Dustin, and my mate grumbled about allowing him in the entire time.

“You need to relax, Stud Muffin. I’m certainly not going to steal your pretty little princess. She’s gorgeous, but she’s a royal pain in the ass. I’m glad she’s not mine. I don’t think I could deal with the stress. Better you than me.”

“Dustin, could we not do this right now?” my mate snarled.

“Sanders, be nice to your nephew,” I chided, although all I wanted to do was curl back up under the blankets and go back to sleep. “I have feet, and I even know how to use them. Dustin, can you please inform my mate I can walk?”

“From what I can tell, your puppy seems to be in better shape than you are. I think it’s safe for you to walk around and try to get some muscle back on those bones of yours. Watch her carefully, Stud Muffin. I really wish you damned mutts would stop thinking I’m a vet. I’m not.” Laughing, Dustin shook his head. “How many times do I have to tell you all I’m not a doctor?”

Richard poked his head into the room. “I should tell the Shadow Pope he should make it mandatory for all strong water witches to become doctors.”

My mate whirled around and growled. “Richard.”

“Relax, Sanders. I’m not going to do anything to your mate. Mine would murder me and enjoy it. A courier just delivered an envelope for you, Sara.”

I frowned. “For me?”

Without entering the room, he tossed a thick manilla envelope onto the foot of the bed. “For you. We’re dying of boredom, Sanders. Let your poor mate out of her cage so she can come socialize with us.”

“It’s not a cage,” my mate snarled.

“Sure it is, but it’s a rather nice one with good company, although there’s a certain lack of privacy,” I commented and pointed at the envelope. “It’s too much work to lean that far. Can you hand it to me please, Sanders?”

Heaving a pained sigh, he obeyed. “He said bedrest. This is a bed. You are resting on it. I was just doing what I was told.”

“I am upgrading her to hotel rest,” Dustin said, rising from the side of the bed. “Actually, I’m upgrading her to anywhere she wants rest. Can I go home now? I’d like to have a job when I get back to Vegas.”

“I’m fairly certain your boss is giving you leave,” Richard replied, glaring at the witch.

“Sure, unpaid leave. He’s a dick like that.”

“I’ll tell your father you said that about him. You know how to file for compensation. Stop whining. Go cry on Barry’s shoulder if it’ll make you feel better. Both of your Fenerec are in the same shoes, and I don’t hear them whimpering about it,” Yellowknife’s Alpha retorted, making room for Dustin to pass. “And if there’s any problems getting compensation from the Inquisition, I’ll pay it myself.”

“I’ll take you up on that, Short Stuff,” Dustin replied, bumping fists with Richard on his way out. “Find yourself a witch before your mate turns you into a pile of ash.”

“I will restrain my urges to burn him to a crisp,” Nicolina stated from the other room. “You, however, have not made the special list of those safe from charring.”

“She has a special list?” I asked.

“I sure do. It consists of one name: Richard Murphy. I can’t torture him if he’s dead.”

Richard winced. “It’s not a nice list. You don’t want on it. She has a nicer list for people she likes.”

“Your list comes with benefits no one else enjoys, Richard.”

“I like that part of that list. You should remind me of the benefits of being on the list. I have a short memory span. It lasts between two minutes and twenty-four hours.”

I laughed. “I did not need to know that.”

“Why don’t you come sit with us on the couch, Sara? It has to be an upgrade from that bed by now,” Richard said, heading into the other room. “I made the mistake of trying to leave the room earlier. I ended up with a gun in my face, and knowing the woman holding it, she’d shoot.”

“Maybe if you’d stop trying to escape, Amber wouldn’t have to threaten you,” Nicolina growled. “If I’m able to sit in here and play guard, you can, too.”

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled, and eager to be free of the bed, I threw off the blankets. “Clothes, clothes…”

Sighing, my mate pointed at a suitcase on the floor near the end of the bed.

“You can thank Wendy later. They let her out of her cage yesterday to go shopping. Desmond fretted the entire time, and my brother was quite happy to taunt me about the fact he got to go outside while I stayed cooped up,” Richard complained.

“If you keep whining, I will zap you, Richard.”

“Please don’t.”

“Hey, Sara? Got a question for you, if you don’t mind,” Nicolina said, and like Richard had, she poked her head into the room without actually entering. Unlike the other times I had seen her, her hair was down, falling halfway down her back in gentle curls.

“Oh, Richard did your hair,” Sanders said, smiling at Desmond’s daughter. “Maybe I should get you to do Sara’s sometime, Richard.”

“Sure, if the jealous little bitch over there lets me. She holds my leash.”

“You’re going to pay for that later, Richard,” Nicolina promised.

“What’s your question?” I asked.

“Why didn’t you follow Mom back to the mainland? It’s been driving us crazy for days. Granted, she wasn’t really with the program when she found Father, but we couldn’t figure out why she was alone.”

Grimacing, I picked up the suitcase and dropped it on the bed, unzipping it. “Wolf-eating sharks. My wolf did one swim with them, and neither one of us wanted to do another—and Wendy was snapping at me anytime I got near her. She was like Sanders when cranky but worse.”

“I do not get cranky,” my mate protested.

“When you were a wolf, you certainly did.” Digging through the clothes, I scowled at the dresses. Without a single pair of jeans or shorts in sight, I sighed my resignation, grabbed the other suitcase, and stole a t-shirt and a pair of Sanders’s boxers. “My wolf brought Wendy’s wolf out so Wendy would stay human. I got the feeling if Wendy and her wolf didn’t like me, she would have wiped the island with my corpse.”

Nicolina grimaced. “She was a bit wild. It’s a good thing human teeth aren’t as sharp as a wolf’s, or Father would’ve been mauled—Richard, too. She was pretty pissed about something.”

“I didn’t ask. I figured when—if—she wants to tell us, she will,” Richard replied. “Still, Sara. I’m pretty damned impressed. You dealt with that really well. But why did you become a wolf?”

I shed out of my pajamas, and Nicolina’s eyes widened a bit at the casual way I took off my clothes in front of her. Arching a brow, I met her gaze. “Nicolina, I’m a stripper. If I can’t change in front of friends, I wouldn’t be very good at my job.”

“She’s very, very good at her job,” my mate stated, his tone neutral. “If you know of a way to encourage a beautiful, headstrong woman to change careers, please help. Sara, I’ll hire you every night privately, just don’t find a new club. Please.”

Nicolina’s face turned bright red. “I did not need to know that. Richard, don’t you even think about coming in here.”

“Spoilsport,” Yellowknife’s Alpha grumbled. “You get to watch and I don’t? How is that fair?”

“Excuse me, I need to go murder my mate,” Nicolina stated, whirling around to disappear into the other room. A moment later, Richard yelped, and the sharp stench of ozone bit my nose.

With a worried expression, my mate peeked through the bedroom door. “Are you dead, Richard?”

“Slightly scorched,” Richard groaned.

I reconsidered the t-shirt and boxers, returned to dresses, and picked one at random. I pulled the knee-length sundress over my head, wiggled and tugged it into place, and headed into the suite’s sitting room. Nicolina straddled Richard on the couch, staring down at him with narrowed eyes. He twitched.

“She’s like a living Taser,” my mate informed me. “I consider myself fortunate she’s only zapped me a few times.”

“Maybe if you hadn’t attacked my father’s SUV, I wouldn’t have had to jolt you, Sanders,” she replied, reaching down to poke Richard’s cheek. “I didn’t hit you that hard, you baby.”

“I surrender, please don’t hit me again,” he replied, grinning at his mate. “I’ll behave. Look, she’s dressed and everything. Your hair is prettier.”

I touched my hand to my head, grimacing as I discovered a tangled mess. “That’s not hard to accomplish right now.”

“Richard can fix it if Sanders can’t,” Nicolina informed me, hopping off Richard to sit at his feet.

Fetching the envelope from the bedroom, Sanders offered it to me, nudging me in the direction of the room’s lone armchair. I sank on the cushion, and with a contented sigh, he sat at my feet and leaned against my legs.

“You should have seen my father. He wouldn’t leave Mom until she got tired of him clinging and bit him.” Nicolina snorted. “If he bothers you, bite him or ask me to zap him.”

“He’s fine,” I said, nudging my mate with my toe. He captured my foot in his hands, massaging me with his thumbs.

Ripping open the envelope, I pulled out a stack of papers bound together with a clip. Flipping through the pages, I realized they were call records. The identities of the owners were cut away from the copies with generic number and letter combinations replacing names and originating phone numbers. “Homework,” I stated, smiling.

“Homework?” my mate asked, twisting around and reaching for the papers.

Instead of handing over the pages, I smacked him with them. “Mine, not yours. If you want pages, you have to ask for them yourself. These are mine.”

“What are they?”

“Phone records,” I informed him with a smug smile.

Richard sat up, his brown eyes wide, brightening to yellow. “Phone records. Whose phone records?”

“Seattle pack’s.”

Laughing, Richard shook his head. “You asked for the phone records?”

“I merely suggested if they could use phone records on cop shows on television, why couldn’t we? The only people who knew we were going to the greenhouse were in Seattle’s pack. They had to contact the other pack somehow. So, phone records. I guess the Shadow Pope thought I should go through them since it was my idea.”

My mate made a grab for the papers, his eyes burning a brilliant amber. Once again, I smacked him with the sheets. “Mine.”

Whining, he relented. “That’s not fair.”

“From their Inquisition phones?” Richard asked.

“No, all of their phones. I informed him if he could marry me without my prior knowledge and do a broad assortment of other crimes, he could get phone records.”

“Your mate is ruthless,” Richard said, shaking his head. “I like her. Nicolina, can we steal her?”

“No. Father would kill us both—you for trying to yank Sanders out from under his nose, and me for letting you try it. Suffer. You can’t steal them. You had your chance years ago and lost it.”

Sanders laughed. “He almost got away with it, the rat.”

Puzzled, I stared at my mate. “Got away with what?”

“Subjugating me. He tried it once and only once. I take a great amount of joy in ribbing him over it. Not quite a match for Daddy are you, Richard?”

Richard scowled. “That’s horrifying, Sanders. Stop that.”

Pulling out her phone, Nicolina tapped at the screen a few times. “Well-aimed, Sanders. Father has been trying to get Richard to call him Dad for months without any success. He tricked Alex into it yesterday. Lisa laughed herself hoarse. She called me, snickering so hard she couldn’t explain what was going on while Father was in the background crowing his triumph over Richard’s little brother. Mom finally had to fill me in on what was going on.”

“I regret missing that phone call,” my mate replied.

“You were passed out by then, sorry. You needed the sleep.” Holding the phone to her ear, Nicolina hummed a few notes. “Hey, Father. Sara’s a hell of a lot smarter than the rest of us. Bring your people over and come see what she did. Dustin let her out of her cage.”

Without waiting for an answer, she hung up and returned her phone to her pocket. When it rang, she ignored it. “Father likes being in control of everything. It’s easier to get him to do what you want when you tell him what you want him to do and proceed to ignore him.”

“She enjoys yanking his tail almost as much as I do,” Richard said, smiling at his mate.

Within two minutes, there was a knock at the door, and Richard hopped to his feet to answer it, showing no signs of having been shocked by his mate. Wendy paused long enough to kiss Richard’s cheek before pouncing in my direction. She slid onto the armchair with me, wrapped her arms around my neck, and buried her nose against my throat. One of her feet struck the back of my mate’s head, and whining his protests, he scooted away from the chair.

“Neither one of you will apologize for anything,” Desmond ordered, coming to a halt at Richard’s side, making enough space for Alex, Lisa, and Amber to file into the room. “If you apologize again, Wendy, I’m going to go right off the deep end.”

“Our suite has been a special sort of hell I would not wish on anyone. Want to trade, Nicole? Sanders can’t be nearly as bad as Dad.”

“Worse,” Nicolina reported. “You’d think the world was ending with how he was carrying on. At least he would leave her alone for short intervals so long as one of us was standing in the doorway to watch and make sure she didn’t decide to wake up and run off.”

“How’s the puppy?” Wendy demanded, placing her hand on my stomach.

My mate made a happy noise in his throat. “The puppy seems to be fine. Sara’s a little worse for wear, but that’s nothing food and sleep won’t fix, so says Dustin.”

“I’m—”

“Wendy, please stop apologizing to everyone over everything,” Desmond grumbled. “Sara, she’s very sorry she got all territorial, she’s very sorry she snapped at you, and she’s very sorry about stealing your fish. She’s also sorry about a wide assortment of other things, including leaving you to face shark-infested waters on your own.”

“She didn’t steal my fish. I shared,” I protested. “Well, okay, there was that one fish she yanked out of my throat on the boat. That was not nice, Wendy.”

Wendy relaxed against me, softly laughing. “You were going to choke on it. You’re just like my Richard. A small enough fish comes your way, and all of your common sense dribbles right out of your furry ears.”

“Wendy!” Richard protested. “I’m not that bad.”

The way Nicolina glared at her mate promised a world of pain and suffering. “Yes, actually, you are.”

“Crap,” he muttered, holding his hands up in surrender. “Fine, I’m that bad. I can’t help it.”

“You could, but you’re too stupid to.”

Richard sighed, bowing his head. With a smirk, Desmond captured his son-in-law around the neck, yanking him close. “Ah, Richard. You lowered your guard at last.”

“What do you want, Desmond?”

“A simple Dad will suffice for the moment.”

“You have a new puppy on the way. You don’t need me calling you any sort of disgustingly sweet name,” Yellowknife’s Alpha grumbled, although he made no efforts to pull away from Desmond. I watched with interest, as did Wendy. “I don’t know what wicked evil you pulled on my brother, but I’m not falling for it.”

“I’ll forgive you for stealing my precious daughter out from under me if you do.”

“So, Sara,” Wendy said, pointing at the papers still in my hands. “Charles started wailing in disbelief you outsmarted them, the big Alpha males they are. What did you do?”

“We all deserve to go to our rooms for this oversight,” Nicolina stated. “Father, please stop harassing my mate. I’m sure one day he’ll call you something nice if you stop bothering him about it. Maybe.”

“But I want him to call me something nice now,” Desmond complained.

“It’s the puppies,” Wendy informed me. “Charles becomes obsessed with the perfect family image when there are puppies on the way, and it doesn’t matter whose. In the case of ours, it’ll wear off in eighteen or nineteen years. Sanders, please spare Sara from such idiocy.”

“Puppy,” my mate cooed, shuffling to take his place next to me, hugging my legs.

“So, what are the papers?” Wendy asked.

“Phone records for Seattle’s pack—all phones, not just the Inquisition lines. They’re masked so I don’t know who placed which call, but they’re dated from when Desmond told the pack we had been found up to when we went to the greenhouse,” I explained. “I just thought since they did it on television, maybe it could be done. It was just a suggestion.”

“So what are we looking for?” Wendy grabbed the papers, and I allowed her to take them. Shifting off of me and onto the arm of the chair, she flipped through them. “Nicolina was right. You have outsmarted us. It never crossed my mind to look for call records.”

“They could have e-mailed,” Desmond grumbled, and with a long-suffering sigh, released Richard. “Rotten mangey thief.”

“Your fault for having such a beautiful daughter,” Richard replied, stepping out of Desmond’s reach.

“E-mail is too slow,” Sanders said. “How many sheets are there, Wendy?”

Wendy flipped to the last page. “Two hundred and ten.”

“Well, what are we waiting for? Someone find us some pens, split the stack, and let’s get to work. If there’s anything important in those pages, we’ll find it,” my mate growled, and his lust for the hunt burned bright in his eyes.
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Sanders went through every page, making notations beside numbers. While the acquisition of the phone records had been my idea, Wendy split the piles in such a way I didn’t get any of the sheets. I grumbled my complaints under my breath.

“You’ll get them after we all have a chance with them,” my mate promised. “We all know the common numbers. I know our pack’s numbers. You’ll get a turn, don’t worry.”

“Any New York numbers?” I asked.

All of them stared at me as though I had grown a second head. Sighing, Nicolina pulled out her phone. “212, 347, 718, 917, and 929 are New York City area codes.” Pausing, she frowned at her phone before reading off the codes for the rest of the state.

Sanders wrote the numbers down, and with a sigh of his own, he handed me a stack of the sheets. “Smart ass bitch. What are New Jersey’s area codes?”

For such a small state, New Jersey had a lot of area codes, which Nicolina also read off.

My wolf loved the way our mate’s scent sweetened with his affection and approval. Accepting the pages and a pen, I settled in to read through the numbers, setting aside the reference list for New York and New Jersey numbers.

“She’s not a smart ass; we’re just complicating things unnecessarily,” Lisa said, shaking her head as she flipped through her pages. “Nothing from New York in my stack.”

“None in mine either,” Nicolina reported.

Desmond “Two calls to New York numbers here.”

“One here,” Wendy said, lifting up a page.

I took the pages with the New York numbers, setting them aside as I scanned through my portion of the records. Halfway through, I recognized a number. Sucking in a breath, I stared at the entry, my entire body chilling.

My father had several phones, a mix of private and public numbers. The number I knew was a private line, connecting directly to his home office. When I left home, I had done my best to forget it so I wouldn’t be tempted to give up and crawl back to New York.

“What’s wrong, Sara?” my mate demanded, gripping my knee.

Anger, shame, and fear tore at me, and for a long moment, I considered lying so I wouldn’t have to face the fact I was truly the one responsible for what had happened. I sighed, circled the number, flipped the page over, and wrote down the address of the house I used to call home.
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Armed with my father’s phone number and address, Desmond called the Shadow Pope. He talked to the Inquisition’s leader in the adjacent bedroom, and his voice deepened with his anger. The acrid stench of his rage clogged my nose.

“Care to enlighten us on what’s going on?” my mate asked, tugging on my knee.

Leaning out of the bedroom, Desmond said, “Leave her alone. I’ll explain in a minute.”

“It’s all my fault,” I mumbled, staring at the sheets still on my lap.

“Sorry, sir. I’ll call you back.” Once he pocketed his phone, Desmond sat on the arm of my chair and took the pile of papers off my lap. With slow, deliberate motions, he rolled them up and smacked the back of my head with them. “You can’t accept the blame for the actions of others. It explains a lot, however. Fenerec are possessive when it comes to blood kin, especially when it comes to their offspring.”

Richard and Alex winced, and Nicolina frowned, staring at her mate.

“That number belongs to someone in your family?” my mate asked, his anxiety tainting his scent.

“My father,” I admitted in a whisper.

“I know this is going to be a difficult question for you, but why did you leave home, Sara?”

I opened my mouth to reply, but instead of the words I meant to say, my throat clenched and I burst into tears. Dislodging Desmond from the arm of my chair, Sanders picked me up and slid beneath me.

“Is this necessary?” my mate growled.

“Alpha and dominant males are rather notorious for their overprotective, controlling tendencies,” Desmond stated, and with dignified grace, he sat on the couch, slipping between Richard and Nicolina. “All I want you to do is nod or shake your head, Sara. Was your father dictating everything you did?”

Burying my face against Sanders’s chest, I forced myself to nod.

“Was he always like that?”

I shook my head.

“Did your leaving have anything to do with your ex-boyfriend?”

Admitting the truth hurt, especially when I worried I would hurt my mate with what had happened in the past. I hesitated, but after drawing several deep breaths, I nodded.

“Bear with me. I’m thinking out loud. When we met you that first night, you were drugged with wolfsbane and Ketamine. If your father is a Fenerec, particularly a dominant one, he would have made plans to take back what is rightfully his; in this case, you,” Desmond said, and I felt his stare on me. “A man as wealthy as I suspect your father is wouldn’t accept anything other than becoming the leader of his own pack. Your father may have seen an opportunity to lure you back with your ex-boyfriend, teaching him the ritual to claim you into his pack. However, if that’s the case and your father had become a Fenerec, he wouldn’t permit just any Fenerec to court you. Your ex-boyfriend would have known he couldn’t have you, so why not get rid of you?”

I flinched. Everything he said made a sickening amount of sense.

“So, let’s assume your father wanted you for his pack, be it as a bargaining chip or simply to keep his flesh and blood close under his guard. He sends part of his pack—his rogue pack—to Las Vegas to capture you or turn you into a Fenerec. He likely sent his unmated males to attempt to solidify his hold on you. If he controls your mate, he controls you. Maybe he tells your ex-boyfriend he can’t have you. Maybe your ex-boyfriend simply didn’t want the competition.” Desmond growled, wrapped his arm around Nicolina, and pulled her to him. She squeaked, her eyes widening. “Daughters are precious.”

Sighing, Richard propped his feet up on the coffee table. “No matter what I say, I will anger a Desmond. All Desmonds are dangerous when angry.”

“You’re such a sweet talker,” Wendy said.

“He’s a thief. Don’t compliment him,” Desmond muttered. After a sigh of his own, he continued, “For whatever reason, instead of obeying his Alpha, your ex defied him, attempting to kill you instead. He failed. But if your father wanted to take you alive for his pack, he would have made plans to capture you. That explains the drugs at your workplace. Maybe in his pride, he didn’t anticipate someone coming along with a higher offer, which led to your boss attempting to kidnap you when you went to quit. The gala would have been a perfect place for your father to put you on display. Drugged with wolfsbane, you would have been a beautiful puppet obedient to his every whim.”

My mate tightened his hold on me, growling with his every breath.

Desmond stretched his feet out beside Richard’s. “But that’s where things fall apart. You gave him the slip along with your mate. His contact within the Inquisition probably warned him you’d be protected. We called the pack to tell them you two are safe in Seattle. We made the mistake of letting a few in the pack know we were going to Sanders’s greenhouse. The word spreads to New York, giving him barely enough time to fly some Fenerec out to make a hit. We kill a couple of their pack before they drug us, expecting us to both run wild with our mates captured.”

My mate’s growls intensified. Twisting around, I gently nipped his throat until he quieted. Sighing, I rested my head against his shoulder, wiping my eyes and sniffling.

“Of course, it was a possibility. Fortunately, they underestimated Richard and Nicolina,” Desmond said, his voice quiet.

Nicolina smiled and leaned against her father. “Once I talked sense into them, they were a force to be reckoned with. I pitied anyone in their way, right up until Mom showed up.”

“It was a near thing at the greenhouse, though. When we arrived, they were both wolves and pretty aggressive. She zapped them,” Richard stated. “She said, and I quote, ‘I underestimated my strength. Oops.’ Desmond was out for twelve hours, and for a while there, I thought Sanders wasn’t going to wake up at all. He was out for two days, leaving me to try to figure out what happened to you.”

“Oops,” Nicolina echoed, her smile growing into a broad grin.

Grinning back at his mate, Richard continued, “Anyway, I made some phone calls and flew in Alex and Lisa as well as some others of my pack. I got into your security system at the greenhouse, nailed down a description of the truck, and located it at a marina. At that point, I called in Dustin. He had a talk with some of his shark friends. They love a good hunt as much as we Fenerec do, and he managed to impress upon them to eat any furry males but to help the pregnant females. Sharks are smart, and don’t ask me how, but apparently they can tell the difference between males and females—and pregnant females from other females. It actually helped Dustin’s your nephew, Sanders, as there are some similarities to your scent. Because Sara’s carrying your scent, it was easier for the sharks to locate her.”

Desmond chuckled and grinned at me. “You surprised the hell out of all of us when you went and subjugated those two wolves, Sara. Through you, I got a good sense of the other pack. There’s not many left. Pity both of the ones you took died, because I wanted to question them.”

“She thralled them,” Wendy said, rubbing my back from her perch on the arm of my chair. “The one in charge thought he could force those puppies to mate with her. She wasn’t having any of it. I suggested she subjugate them. At that point, she was out for blood and picked a fight with a wolf far larger than her. Dustin’s sharks ate all five of the Fenerec who took us—and a good thing, too, because she couldn’t beat a male so much larger than her.”

I huffed, annoyed at my failure to defeat the sandy-haired Fenerec.

Sighing, my mate took hold of my chin, lifted my head, and ran his thumbs across my cheeks. “If we prove your father is the one behind all of this, what do you want us to do?”

Family, I remembered, mattered more to Fenerec than anything else. I should have cared about what happened to my father, and by extension, my mother. Realization settled in that I had finally embraced what I had been trying to convince myself of for so many years.

The only family I had was the one I chose for myself. Smiling at my mate, I pressed my fingers to his mouth. “They hurt you. They tried to hurt Wendy and Desmond. They tried to hurt our puppy. I think a nice funeral is more than he deserves. Don’t bother bringing me his head, however. It’d make a mess I don’t want to have to clean up.”


Chapter Thirty




[image: Image]







For over an hour, everyone tossed around ideas on how to deal with my father and find out if he was the one responsible for kidnapping Wendy and me. I listened, marveling at the casual way they discussed putting down an entire pack of rogue Fenerec.

Their lust for revenge drowned out the other scents in the room, stinging my nose.

Desmond’s phone rang, and with a sigh, he pulled it out and checked the screen, enabled speakerphone, and answered, “Desmond.”

“You didn’t call me back,” the Shadow Pope complained.

“Sorry, sir. We got ahead of ourselves a little,” my Alpha admitted. “Did you find out anything about Mr. Watson?”

“Mr. Watson is selling one of his businesses, so I asked Liam to go have a sniff. He didn’t get close to Mr. Watson, but sure enough, the building stinks of Fenerec—if Mr. Watson isn’t one, someone near him is. Is Sara there?”

“I am,” I said. “Who is Liam?”

“New York’s Third. Good catch on the phone records, by the way. I’ve gathered a list of all of the Fenerec in your pack who have contacted phone numbers associated with Mr. Watson. You aren’t going to like what I’ve found, Sanders.”

“Let’s not dance around the matter any. How many are involved? Who?” While there was no sign of my mate’s distress in his voice, he stank of it. At a loss for how to deal with his misery, I touched my fingers to his chin. He seized my fingers between his teeth, gentle but firm.

“Eleven. One of them bothers me, however. All of them showed contact with Mr. Watson beginning immediately after you met your mate. This specific person ceased all contact with Mr. Watson after Sara attempted suicide. The others continued calls, with the most recent being about two hours ago. This one also ceased contact with the co-conspirators, leaving me to come to the conclusion this person is no longer involved.”

“Who?”

“Your Second.”

Sanders grimaced. “Is Chrissy involved?”

“No. None of your submissive Fenerec are involved.”

“How many others close to the top?” Desmond demanded.

“They’re all close to the top, Charles. To make matters worse, they were paid a lot of money. I had their financials pulled. I’m going to be very blunt. Setting up two Alpha females to be taken by a rival pack was crime enough, but once I add in the attempted murders of two unborn, several counts of kidnapping, and the attempted kidnapping of an Alpha, it’s a death sentence for all of them. The only one I might be able to spare is Joseph; he didn’t receive any funds and ceased communications, although he was very likely in on the attempt to kidnap your mate. It’s only a might—it depends on what he has to say about the calls he received and placed.” The Shadow Pope sighed. “He’s already in custody being questioned. The others are under surveillance.”

I clenched my teeth, and my rage burned at the intensity of my mate’s misery. Flexing my hands, I stood, marched to the couch, and sat on the arm next to Nicolina. “If we want to find out if my father is responsible for this, why don’t I just give him a call?”

“Absolutely not,” my mate snarled.

“Overprotective tendencies,” Desmond informed me, reaching over his daughter to pat my knee. “I believe I mentioned something about that being an Alpha trait. You, Mrs. Sanders, are not getting anywhere near your father. I have made that mistake once in my life, and I will never allow it to happen again.”

Richard grimaced, and for the first time since I had met him, he lowered his eyes, refusing to meet anyone’s gaze, not even Wendy’s. Nicolina growled, opened her mouth, and shut it with a clack of her teeth.

“What can he do to me on the phone?” I demanded. “Nothing. If it puts an end to this, I’ll talk to him. I don’t know what the rules of your Inquisition are, sir, but I’m not stupid. What’s killing so many of our pack going to do to Desmond and Sanders?” My throat tightened, and I couldn’t mask the bitterness in my voice. “It sounds like you’re punishing my mate far more than you’re punishing them. They’ll be dead. It’s not like they will be able to face any more consequences once you’ve killed them. Sure, they can’t do something so stupid again, but that’s where it ends. The only people who suffer are the victims. Where’s the justice in that?”

A cold and deathly silence answered me.

Turning to Nicolina, I held out my hand. “Your phone,” I demanded.

She met my gaze, narrowed her eyes, and smiled a grim smile. Without a word, she handed me her cell.

“I’m not asking for permission. Don’t like it? Shoot me along with the rest of the pack, because at the end of all of this, if I hadn’t come around, none of this would have happened at all. Maybe I don’t get the whole pack thing. Maybe I’m scared of it. But to hell with you if you think I’m going to sit here and just watch you hurt them without doing something about it.”

Growling at the interface, I set Nicolina’s phone beside Desmond’s. With a soft laugh, Desmond reached over and pressed on the screen to bring up a dial pad. I took over, tapping in my father’s number.

My father answered on the third ring. “I was wondering when you were going to call me, Mrs. Murphy—Or should I say, Miss Desmond? Was it difficult for you to call, knowing I stole your precious mother from you? Do you miss her? I guess your father is no longer capable of handling his own matters, is he? It must be so difficult, knowing you’ve lost one parent and will soon lose the other.”

With wide eyes, I glanced at Wendy. She snatched a piece of paper and wrote me a note informing me that the rest of the pack hadn’t been told of our safe return. I smiled and pressed my finger to my lips.

Nicolina made strangling motions at her cell phone, and I jabbed her in the ribs with my elbow.

“Nothing to say? Must hurt, knowing your mother is probably adrift somewhere in the Pacific, starving to death as we speak. We could help each other. I’ve heard about you and the things you can do. I’ve heard about your mate. Kill that wolf who deludes himself into thinking he is worthy of my daughter. Do so, and I will see to your mother’s safe return. Perhaps your father might be spared. I’ve heard what happens to rabid wolves, so I suppose time is rather precious to you right now.”

“You’re so full of shit it’s leaking through the phone.” I hoped he heard my disgust loud and clear. “You’re like a bad villain from an even worse movie. Is that really the best you could come up with? You know full well you lost your prized bargaining chip. You knew the instant I stole your two mutts, made them mine, and turned them on your pack. You knew the instant I ripped out your wolf’s throat with my teeth. We fed them to the sharks, Wendy and I.”

Desmond clapped both of his hands over his mouth, his eyes wide and watering. Nicolina balled her hand into a fist and went to punch her father, only to have Richard intervene, catching hold of her hand. The two squabbled in silence, wrestling with each other with Desmond caught between them.

I heard a startled inhale on the other end of the line. “You.”

“Must stick in your craw knowing I ran away so many years ago, far out of your reach. It must burn knowing your perfect little daughter went to Vegas and turned herself into a stripper, all to defy you. It must be diving you mad, knowing I picked someone who is far more of a man and a father than you ever were.” My wolf delighted in my outburst, her savage pride bolstering me and spurring me on. “Did you like it when I thwarted you, stealing away my mate before you could catch us? You can’t have him. He’s mine, and you’re not wolf enough to take him from me—you’re not man enough to, either.”

I heard something creak followed by a long inhale and exhale. “You belong to me.”

“I’m going to make this perfectly clear; I do not belong to you, nor will I ever belong to you. This ends now. You can choose to walk away, or you can die. If you can’t hold your wolves against me, you have no chance of withstanding my mate. I told you; he’s a far better man than you, and he’ll be a far better father, too. I’d invite you to see for yourself, but there’s no way in hell you’re ever coming near my puppy so long as I live. In fact, I have exactly one goal in my life right now, and that’s to ruin you. When I’m done destroying everything you hold dear, as you tried to do to me, I’ll give you a far nicer funeral than you deserve. I don’t even owe you that much.”

A growl answered me.

Drawing a deep breath, I held it for a long moment before letting it out in a gentle exhale. “My only regret will be knowing I won’t be the one pulling the trigger.”

I hung up, picked up Nicolina’s cell, and offered it back to her, forgetting she had engaged her mate in a wrestling match across Desmond’s lap. My Alpha grinned at me, taking his daughter’s phone. “Puppies,” he stated, his pleasure rich in his voice and scent. “That Mr. Watson is a smug bastard, isn’t he?”

“That was a very educational phone call,” the Shadow Pope replied. “I’ve never heard someone dig their own grave so fast in my tenure as the Shadow Pope. I’m impressed. I will be careful in the future not to underestimate you, Mrs. Sanders. I will take your words into consideration regarding the fate of those who betrayed your pack. If you dislike killing them for their crimes—a fate they’ve more than earned—what do you suggest as punishment for them?”

For all of my bravado on the phone, I lacked the courage to even glance in my mate’s direction. “Their problem is with me. I’ll deal with them.”

“I think your wife is after your job, Mr. Sanders.”

“So I see,” my mate replied, and at the warmth in his voice, I risked a glance in his direction. He sat with his elbow braced against the arm of his chair, his chin propped up in his palm, watching me with his bright amber eyes. “I’m pretty sure someone told me the dumbest move a man can make is to argue with his pregnant wife.”

“You learned that quick,” Desmond complimented. “You might survive the next few months.”

“You might not,” Wendy growled.

“I have a job to do, and seeing as it doesn’t involve you any longer, I’m going to wish you a good day. Deal with your wolves, Mrs. Sanders. They will remain under surveillance. Should any of them run, I will try to have them brought into custody for your handling, but I make no promises.”

“I can live with that,” I replied, wondering how I was going to keep my word and save my mate’s pack from the Inquisition.

The Shadow Pope hung up, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Richard, Nicolina, your father is not a play mat,” Wendy scolded. “Behave yourselves.”

Mock growling, Nicolina caught Richard under the chin with the palm of her hand, holding him at bay. “He started it.”

“I was keeping you from getting your pretty ass handed to you by your father. I was doing you a favor,” Richard protested.

Rising from his chair, Sanders approached, crossing his arms over his chest. “What am I going to do with you, Sara?”

My stomach rumbled its complaints at being empty, and staring up at him with wide eyes, I replied, “Feed me. I’m hungry.”

Laughing, he leaned over and kissed me. “Whatever you wish, darling.”
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My first order of business was to deal with Joseph. After Desmond, Wendy, Alex, and Lisa left, it didn’t take long for my mate to pass out in an exhausted stupor. While I was tempted to join him in bed, I resisted the urge, instead hunting Richard. “I want to deal with Joseph,” I whispered to him, watching the bedroom out of the corner of my eye.

“Now?”

“Now.”

“Sanders isn’t going to like that,” Nicolina warned me, frowning as she glanced in my sleeping mate’s direction.

“He doesn’t need to like it. I just need to make sure it gets done.”

“Are you worried about him?”

“About Joseph?” I blurted. “No. I am, however, worried about Sanders.”

Maybe I had no use for the Fenerec of Seattle’s pack, but my mate did. For that reason alone, I would fight for them. I remembered the scent of my mate’s worry, fear, and dismay.

I didn’t want to add grief to the mix.

Richard sighed. “I’ll make a few calls and have him brought to the hotel. You can deal with him personally once he arrives, but you’ll have to wait. He’ll need to be transferred from Seattle.”

“Why can’t we just all go back to Seattle?”

Snorting, Nicolina shook her head. “Until Mr. Watson is dealt with permanently, we’re not going to make it easy for him to find you. We’ll be moving around a lot so to avoid him being able to track us. Hey, Richard. Let’s go to the Bahamas.”

“You would have to fly if you wanted to go there,” he pointed out, arching a brow.

“I’ll suffer for the Bahamas. We could just take them home with us. I’d like to see Mr. Watson make a run at that fortress you call a house.”

“It’s your house, too, I’d like to remind you.”

“It’s still a fortress, Richard.”

“You’re so cruel,” Yellowknife’s Alpha complained.

Nicolina sighed and shook her head. “Go get some rest, Sara. I’ll make sure Richard gets your Joseph here for you to scold—and I’ll make sure your mate takes a nap at an opportune time. As an added bonus, I’ll make sure my father is kept distracted while you and Richard talk to him.”

Figuring a one-Alpha audience was the best I could manage, I nodded. “Thanks, both of you.”

“Any time, Sara,” Richard replied, grinning at me. “Go keep your mate warm.”

I wanted to do a lot more than keep him warm. “I don’t suppose you two could go to your own room, could you?”

“Keep wishing,” Richard said, stretching out on the couch. “I like yanking Desmond’s chain whenever possible, but I do, despite appearances, value my life. If I try to leave this room, Amber really will come hunt me down and shoot me. Sorry, Sara. You’ll just have to live for a while longer. If it’s any consolation, Desmond has to deal with Alex and his other daughter. Originally, he wanted all of us in the same room. You can thank Amber for putting an end to that nonsense.”

I shivered and made my retreat to the bedroom, closing the door behind me. My mate didn’t stir when I crawled into bed with him.
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Richard waved a cup of coffee under my nose. I had no idea how he did it, but he had managed to steal me away from my mate’s bed without waking either one of us. Sneezing, I blinked blearily at him and lurched upright on the couch.

“Rise and shine, Sara. Joseph’s here. Nicolina’s going to stand guard over your mate and make sure he stays asleep until we’re back. Go get dressed.”

I took the coffee out of his hands and sipped at it. I wrinkled my nose at its bitterness and set the mug aside. “If my pajamas are good enough for me, they’re good enough for him.”

He laughed, a low, deep rumbling in his chest. “Can’t say I blame you. It’s three in the morning, and everyone else is sound asleep, with the exception of the guards posted in the rooms across the hall. They already know we’re going to have a chat with Joseph. They’ll be standing outside of his room in case of any trouble. I don’t think there’ll be any.”

“Let’s get this over with. Where is he?”

“Three doors down the hall, so keep the snarling and growling at a minimum, or you’ll risk waking Desmond.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered.

“Too bad you’re not like Wendy,” Richard muttered, poking my stomach. “She’s starting to show, believe it or not.”

“Why is my not showing a bad thing?” I asked.

Chuckling, Nicolina kissed her mate on the cheek. “Richard’s as bloodthirsty as my father and your mate, no matter how good he is at pretending he’s a nice guy. In short, he wants Joseph to get a good look at you, realize you’re carrying Sanders’s puppy, and agonize over what he might have caused. Joseph is an idiot, but he does care about your mate quite a bit.”

“Hell of a way to show it,” I grumbled.

“Just don’t clean Joseph’s clock this time, Sara. He needs his jaw in one piece to be able to talk to you,” Richard counseled, heading for the door. “Ready?”

I wasn’t, but I followed after Yellowknife’s Alpha and hoped I’d be able to somehow make things right for my mate’s Second and the rest of the pack.
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Richard unlocked the door to Joseph’s room, let himself in, and a moment later, waved at me to follow. When I had last seen Joseph, he had shared my mate’s lean build.

The months had worn him gaunt and thin, and my wolf’s protective instincts roused. He sprawled across his room’s armchair, his eyes closed and his body slumped in sleep. I sighed, closing the door behind me.

“Hey, Richard?” I asked, holding my arm out to him. Puzzled, he stared at my hand before shifting his gaze to my eyes. “On a scale of one to ten, how pregnant do I smell, anyway?”

He snorted. “I could be ten feet away from you and know it, Sara. Why?”

Joseph didn’t stir, and nodding my satisfaction, I sat on the arm of his chair. “So when he wakes up, he’s going to know by my scent, correct?”

“Unless he’s really stupid, tired, or confused, yes.” Richard sank down on the couch. “He might be all of those with what’s happened to him. That’s why I was a little disappointed you don’t have a noticeable bump yet—not that you will have much of one, even at the nine month mark. From my understanding, True-born puppies are substantially smaller than human ones. Wendy’s going to hate you for that, by the way. Still, I’m not surprised Joseph fell asleep. He was staggering when I saw his escort bring him in. I doubt they treated him very kindly while they had him.”

Using my throat, my wolf growled. “Explain.”

“Sanders is a popular Alpha, especially with the witches. He’s easy to get along with, his control is superb, and he’s just the type of guy you want at your back. That’s how he’s always been. He’s as fair as they get. You made the perfect choice when you decided to stand against the Shadow Pope so you could deal with them yourself. Maybe you don’t know a whole lot about the Inquisition, but it was the only way the Shadow Pope could consent to a stay of execution. The rest depends on them—and on you.”

I grimaced. “Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth.”

“That’s how pack justice often is,” Richard conceded.

“Should I start sleeping with one eye open?”

“That’s why your mate is so tired, Sara. He was doing just that. Honestly, I’m glad he finally crashed. I was getting to the point I was going to ask Nicolina to zap him so he’d get some sleep. He’ll settle down eventually.”

Drawing a deep breath, I considered Joseph. It was tempting to punish him, something my wolf fully encouraged, but I didn’t see how it would help. My mate had suffered enough, and so had I.

Making someone else suffer more wasn’t going to change anything, not for the better.

I flicked my finger against the tip of Joseph’s nose. “Wake up, Joseph. Chairs are not for sleeping,” I scolded.

Jerking awake, he flinched away from me, choking back a startled cry. My wolf watched him with interest while I forced myself to stay still and quiet despite my desire to jump across the room and hide behind Richard.

Joseph’s eyes widened, his pupils dilating to hide the gold of his iris. “Sara.”

“You have some explaining to do, Mister,” I informed him, and with a deliberate flick of my nail, I hit his nose again. “I would also like to point out one important fact: I own you.”

Swallowing, Joseph glanced at Yellowknife’s Alpha.

Richard propped his feet up on the coffee table and leaned back, his body relaxed. “She does, it’s true. She also owns each and every one of the other idiots who thought they could sell her to a rogue pack. The Shadow Pope was voting for execution, but Mrs. Sanders decided she wanted to handle things on her own. So, here I am, playing guardian to make sure you don’t get any ideas. I’ll destroy you if you so much as raise your voice to her.”

“Yes, sir,” Joseph replied, his tone subdued.

“I only have one question for you, Joseph. Did you know my father doesn’t just want me, but he wants my mate dead?”

Turning so pale I thought he was going to faint, Joseph shook his head in a short, violent motion. “All he said was that he wanted his daughter back, I swear. At the time, I thought it would solve a lot of problems.”

“Because you thought Sanders and I weren’t a serious pairing.”

He sighed, lowered his eyes, and nodded. “I was wrong.”

“If it weren’t for Sara, Wendy would have lost her puppy, Joseph. Your cohorts didn’t just sell Sara out; they sold Desmond, Wendy, and Sanders out, too. When they were attacked at the greenhouse, the attack was designed specifically to drive both of Desmond and Sanders wild so the Inquisition would be forced to kill them. Someone in your pack wants to be Alpha. Who is it?” Richard demanded.

“Mrs. Desmond’s really pregnant?” Joseph blurted.

Arching a brow, Richard met Joseph’s gaze until my mate’s Second lowered his eyes. “Let me rephrase this for you, Joseph. I know you’re tired; you’ve probably been enjoying a silver cell for the past couple of days and likely aren’t thinking clearly. Take a deep breath.”

With a furrowed brow, Joseph obeyed. His eyes widened further, and moving far faster than I thought possible in his weary state, he grabbed hold of my hand, pulling my wrist to his nose. I squeaked. Only my wolf’s intervention stopped me from ripping free of his grasp.

“She could have lost the puppy, Joseph. Think about that really carefully. You know Sanders even better than I do. He knew she was pregnant when she was taken with Wendy. What would that have done to him if she hadn’t been exceptionally fortunate? She had to change to protect Wendy and her puppy. Look at how thin she is. Really see her.”

Joseph’s gaze dropped to my stomach, and without a word, he pressed the palm of his other hand against me without letting go of my wrist. “How long?”

“She was pregnant in New York.”

“I thought I was supposed to talk to him,” I grumbled, glaring at Richard.

“The puppy?” Joseph demanded.

“Pulled through fine despite how far along she is. A matter of luck and the help of a disgustingly clever water witch. Sara’s a bit worse for wear, but she’ll recover. Now, here’s how this will work, Joseph. Sara doesn’t want Sanders hurt any more. She doesn’t want the pack divided, split, and members killed. The Shadow Pope wanted to spare you since you were not involved with the greenhouse attack as far as we can tell.”

“I wasn’t. I had no idea there was going to be an attack. If I had known, I would have stopped it myself.”

“So, here’s my question—and Sara, please let me finish before you try to rip my face off.”

“I’ll consider it,” I growled. “You stole my show.”

“You’re such a wonderful breath of fresh air,” Richard murmured, smiling at me. “I’m just concerned if I let you go off full tilt on poor Joseph he wouldn’t live to tell his story. At least your temper is far better than Wendy’s. Nothing is quite so terrifying as a hormonal submissive demonstrating dominant traits because she’s grouchy and pregnant. So, let’s get down to business, Joseph. Who lives? Who dies? Sara’ll try to save everyone, and it’ll bring ruin to Seattle’s pack. Who came up with this scheme in the first place, and how did Mr. Watson contact you?”

“It was Arnold,” Joseph said, and with a sigh, he held the back of my hand against his cheek. “He called me a week after we found out Sara had picked Sanders to be her mate.”

“I’m afraid you have it backwards, if my father-in-law is to be believed. Sanders picked her before she became a Fenerec. He was stalking her from the first time he saw her. She just happened to be likewise interested,” Richard replied. “How did Arnold know to contact Mr. Watson?”

“That’s what I’m not sure about. Arnold just said he thought he might know where she belonged and suggested we made sure she got there. All I was supposed to do was tell him where she’d be as soon as I found out.”

“That was before that sorcerer took her?” Richard demanded, his eyes narrowing.

“Actually, yes. I told Arnold what I knew two or three days prior.”

I sucked in a breath. “But wouldn’t that mean this Arnold may have been involved with Mary’s murder?”

Both of the Fenerec stared at me. Richard’s cheek twitched.

“I never even though of that,” my mate’s Second replied, anger and grief souring his scent. “It’s possible. Sanders always made sure someone was keeping an eye on Mary. She was getting older, and he wanted someone there if she needed help. Arnold knew Mary’s schedule. He stood in if one of the other pack members couldn’t be around to watch her. There’s no way to prove it, though.”

“Does Arnold want to be Alpha?” Richard asked.

Joseph shrugged. “It’s possible.”

“Anyone other than Arnold stick out to you?”

“Not particularly. He was always the one who came poking at me to find out if I knew anything, and he would call Mr. Watson if I did. When I told them I had had enough, he stopped bothering me, so I didn’t put much thought into it.”

“And how many times did you speak to Mr. Watson?” Richard stretched his arms over his head. “Were you aware he’s likely the Alpha of a rogue and rival pack?”

“I figured he was a Fenerec, but for the rest? No. It didn’t matter too much to me. You know how we get around daughters, Mr. Murphy. There aren’t a lot of Fenerec bitches to begin with, and precious few of our mates consider the ritual.”

I frowned. “Educate me, Joseph. I’ve seen the ritual once, but I don’t really know much about it.”

Sighing, Joseph leaned in my direction, and at my wolf’s encouragement, I permitted him to rest his head against me. “Under normal circumstances, we interview those wanting to become a Fenerec. If we’re satisfied they mean it, there’s a ritual. When it’s done, either the person lives and becomes a wolf, or they die. There’s no middle ground. It’s not exactly a violent process, but it’s one the puppy has to wholeheartedly accept. If they don’t, the wolf they’re attempting to join with kills them. They try to shift, get halfway there, and the wolf abandons them. They die. It’s unpleasant. We’re careful. Even then, maybe a quarter of the rituals we attempt end in failure.”

“That’s about the same odds as we have in Yellowknife. Our success rate has gotten a lot better since we’ve started using Amber to verify someone’s sincerity,” Richard said.

“Do you males always want your mates to become Fenerec?”

“Desperately,” Richard admitted, lowering his arms to clasp his hands on his lap. “It’s a constant battle when your mate isn’t a Fenerec, too. If Sanders wasn’t a Fenerec, your wolf would be pressuring you to perform the ritual every day.”

“Did you talk to my mother, Joseph?” I demanded.

Sucking in a breath, Richard stared at me. “Your mother?”

“No, I didn’t. She wasn’t mentioned, actually.” Joseph tensed, sitting up straight. “That’s not right.”

“No, it’s not,” Richard said, yanking his phone out of his pocket. He dialed a number. “It’s Richard Murphy. Put me through to Topside.” Richard dropped his feet from the coffee table and straightened. “Sorry for waking you. Do you know where Mrs. Watson is? No? Maybe you should find out.”

Richard hung up and slipped his phone into his shirt pocket. “Sometimes, the easiest way to deal with the Shadow Pope is to tell him what you want and hang up.”

“Nicolina said that about your father-in-law.”

“If it’s not broke, don’t fix it,” Yellowknife’s Alpha countered.

“You’re both worried. Why?”

Joseph clacked his teeth together before sighing. “For the same reason we worried about Sanders when Mary died, Sara. Males, especially Alphas, are hit hard when their mates die. When men become Fenerec, their wolves almost always view their wives as their mates. When someone’s mate dies, it’s pretty traumatic. Some Fenerec go wild and have to be put down. Others fall into depression. Some are driven to violence. Sanders had to lean on the pack rather heavily after Mary’s death.”

“Desmond had to come and take over to give Sanders a chance to recover. He didn’t run wild, but they were together a long time, Sara. It hurt him a lot,” Richard explained, rising to his feet to pace around the hotel room. “If your father is a relatively new wolf, he would have been driven to convince your mother to become one of us.”

I felt the blood drain out of my face. “You think my mother’s dead.”

“Not only do I think she’s dead, I believe he’s the one who killed her, and he’s mad,” Richard replied, his hands flexing. “It explains a lot. If his mate died and he learned his daughter was alive and a Fenerec, he’d be driven to get you back, no matter what the cost. I hope I’m wrong.”

Richard’s phone rang, and I trembled as he answered it and held it to his ear. “Once again, sorry for waking you, sir. Can you get someone to look into Arnold’s records and find out when he first made contact with Mr. Watson?”

I didn’t need my nose to detect Richard’s anger in his posture, his one hand flexing and relaxing while he clutched his phone in a white-knuckled grip. I whined.

Joseph nudged me with his elbow. “Don’t set him off,” he hissed at me.

“Okay, sir. Thank you.” Richard hung up, sighed, and shook his head. “According to His Eminence, Mrs. Watson is listed as missing.”

“When?” I whispered.

“How far down does this rabbit hole go?” Richard complained, sinking onto the couch. “She, supposedly, was on a business trip to Seattle with Mr. Watson. That was a month before Mary’s death. He doesn’t know anything else but will see what he can dig up.”

A ping on Richard’s phone caught his attention. Moments later, he sighed, swiped his finger across the screen, and showed us the image.

It was my mother and father together. I didn’t recognize the photograph. Joseph whistled. “If Arnold met with them in Seattle, there’s no way he didn’t know who Sara was. You’re a dead ringer for your mother.”

“Sara’s prettier,” Richard grumbled.

“Arnold probably saw one of the pictures of Sara going around the pack, knew who she was, and contacted Mr. Watson. But why would Mrs. Watson have gone missing in Seattle?”

“Does Arnold know how to perform the ritual, Joe?”

Joseph growled. “He does.”

“How long has Arnold been a part of Seattle’s pack?” Richard asked.

“Two or three years,” Joseph replied.

“Was he made into the pack or did he petition to join?”

Sucking in a breath through his teeth, Joseph gawked at Richard. “He was looking for a new pack.”

“So, where is he from originally?”

Joseph surged to his feet and spat curses. “I’m so fucking stupid. I should have fucking known. He’s from New York. He has that fucking accent that drives us all nuts when he feels like being an ass.”

“And while he might be from New York, I have a feeling he wasn’t in Kevin’s pack,” Richard said, dialing a new number on his phone. “Let’s find out.”

I hopped up from my seat to stand next to Richard, straining to hear the call. Activating the speakerphone, he held the phone out so I could listen. On the fifth ring, a tired voice mumbled, “What?”

“Hey, Kevin. It’s Richard Murphy. Got a dumb question for you.”

“Do you know what time it is?”

“Get up and answer my dumb question o’clock?” Richard replied.

“Cute, Richard. What’s your dumb question?”

“Has Sanders ever subjugated any of your wolves?”

“Sanders? Hell, don’t give him any ideas, Richard. No, he hasn’t.”

“So you didn’t have a wolf named Arnold in your pack some two or three years ago?”

“No, don’t have any Arnolds in my pack—never have. What’s this about?”

“You have a rogue pack in your turf,” Richard replied with a small smile that sent shivers racing through me.

“Is this related to the sniffing around Liam was asked to do?”

“Sure is.”

“If you come hunting in my turf, Murphy, I want an invite.”

“Deal. Why don’t you set your pack loose and start sniffing around? If you spot them, I’ll ride shotgun for the hunt.”

“You sure do talk pretty, Murphy. I’m going back to bed. We’ll start sniffing around in the morning.” Kevin hung up.

“Do you have any more unpleasant surprises for me, Joseph?”

Wincing, my mate’s Second shook his head. “I hope not, Mr. Murphy.”


Chapter Thirty-One
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Desmond was waiting in the hallway, his arms crossed over his chest. Richard closed the door to Joseph’s room and, with a resigned sigh, positioned himself between me and my Alpha. “Don’t you ever sleep?” Yellowknife’s Alpha complained.

Instead of the anger I expected, Desmond grinned. “Wendy wanted frozen yogurt, which apparently is far different from ice cream. She informed me until I managed to get it right, I wouldn’t welcomed back into the room. My daughter enforced my eviction with her gun while your brother laughed. He gets to stay. She informed me I should invite Sara over to share her bounty. I thought you would enjoy a walk to find some frozen yogurt, only to discover you weren’t in the room. Nicolina’s adorable when she’s trying to hide something from me.”

For a brief instant, I burned with jealousy.

Nicolina and Lisa had a mother and a father who loved them. I had a father who wanted my mate dead—and a father who had, unless Richard was wrong, killed my mother in his madness. All my mother had done was obey my father, which had made my running away so much more difficult.

In order to save my mate, my father had to die. All I would have left of my parents would be graves, and one of them would be empty. I burst into tears.

Richard gave me a gentle push in Desmond’s direction. “I will go wake Sanders and recruit Nicolina to acquire frozen yogurt. I’d rather not have to explain this more than once.”

Catching me in a hug, Desmond pulled me to him. “Did you make her cry?”

“No, but I know who’s going to die for it,” Yellowknife’s Alpha snarled, storming in the direction of my room.

“Sorry,” I choked out, burying my face against Desmond’s shirt.

“You have this infuriating habit of apologizing when you haven’t done anything wrong,” he replied. “What’s wrong?”

Before I had a chance to reply, my mate strolled out of our room, and wiggling in Desmond’s hold, I reached for him. Sanders wiped my cheeks with his thumbs before wrapping his arms around me, claiming me from our Alpha.

Richard sighed, leaning in the doorway. “Think Wendy will accept a slight delay? Nicolina wants to hear what’s going on.”

“I think Wendy will completely forget about it, and if she doesn’t, I’ll deal with a few of her bites,” Desmond replied.

I plucked at my mate’s shirt, struggling to control my sobs, but the harder I fought them, the stronger they became.

“Those aren’t ‘I want frozen yogurt and can’t have it right this instant’ sobs,” Desmond pointed out. “I’m going to take a wild guess it’s not the pregnancy hormones talking.”

“I wish. I could deal with those,” Richard grumbled.

“Will you be okay?” my mate asked, ducking his head to nibble on my neck. There was something soothing about the way he pressed his teeth to my skin, and I sniffled, but managed to choke back most of my tears.

“Let us in your room, Desmond, before the various guards decide to come out and shoot us because they think we made her cry,” Richard suggested.

Holding out the key to his room, Desmond arched a brow at Richard. “Lisa would feel bad if she killed her mate’s precious big brother.”

Sighing, Richard grabbed the key and opened the door. “Don’t shoot me, Lisa—and your father’s off the hook for the moment.”

“Richard? What’s wrong?” Wendy’s tone was full of concern.

“Make space on the couch for Sara and Sanders,” he ordered, holding the door open. “Alex, did you bring your gun with you?”

“No, I figured Lisa armed was enough for the both of us. Why?”

Nicolina emerged from our room, pausing to stare at me. She frowned, and my wolf identified the concern in her scent.

Scowling, Richard leaned into the hallway to stare at his mate. “We’re going to go kill some people, Alex. You will need a gun. Nicolina, may I please borrow your gun?”

“Get your own.”

“Richard!” Wendy spluttered.

Sanders tried to herd me into Desmond’s room, but I dug in my heels and hid my face against his shirt. Crying in front of Desmond and Richard had been bad enough.

“It’s more embarrassing if you stand in the hallway,” my mate pointed out. “No one is going to make fun of you, Sara.”

“Stop using logic on me.”

He laughed, once again wiping my tears from my cheeks. “If you want to stand in the hall, we can, but the couch is more comfortable, and I can hold you like you deserve.”

“Fine,” I mumbled, although I didn’t make a move to walk towards the door several feet away.

Sanders’s solution to my reluctance was to pick me up and carry me. “I think you just like when I carry you.”

I did, but instead of answering, I leaned my head against him, taking a deep breath. Worry marred his scent. He dropped onto the couch without letting me go.

Propping his feet up on the coffee table, Sanders adjusted his hold on me and sighed. “What happened?”

“Your mate is a sneaky little bitch and a little too good at seeing the stupidly obvious things we tend to miss because we’re so used to complex intrigue,” Richard said, sitting on the floor next to his brother. “She is what she is, and I wasn’t going to tell her she couldn’t do her part. So, we went to have a talk with Joseph.”

“With Joseph,” my mate echoed, tensing beneath me.

“I’m satisfied she doesn’t hate him. She was a little nervous around him, but relaxed quick enough. I’m satisfied he genuinely didn’t mean her any harm. She was satisfied enough to allow him near her after he figured out she’s pregnant,” Richard reported. “We found out who the primary conspirator is. It’s Arnold. Sara asked Joseph if he had spoken to her mother in addition to her father.”

“Shit,” my mate hissed through clenched teeth.

“Mr. and Mrs. Watson went to Seattle a month prior to Mary’s death. Only one of them returned home. Joseph realized Arnold had come from New York, and arrived in Seattle around the time Sara made a run for it. If Mr. Watson is like any other male Fenerec, he likely pressured his wife into also becoming a Fenerec. If he’s rogue-born, it’s possible he wasn’t aware of the risks. So, if I had to make a guess, since Arnold knew how to do the ritual properly, Mr. Watson brought his wife to Seattle and killed her attempting to make her his true and proper mate—as a Fenerec.” Richard drew a deep breath and growled.

Sighing, Nicolina sat beside her mate. “Well. I’ll reconsider my position regarding your use of one of my guns on the condition I get to help.”

“Of course. You’re a better shot than I am. I’ll probably need you to save me as usual,” Yellowknife’s Alpha grumbled.

“Were you on good terms with your mother?” Wendy whispered.

I shrugged. “She did whatever my father wanted.”

“But she was still your mother.”

“But she was still my mother,” I agreed.

“We’re going to put an end to this once and for all,” my mate promised, tightening his hold on me. “And I think my first plan of action is to take care of Arnold.”

“We’ll take care of Arnold,” Desmond corrected.

My wolf’s rage dulled my grief, and her thirst for blood filled me. “I want him.”

My mate’s worry became full-fledged anxiety. “He’ll be dangerous.”

“Not a good idea,” Nicolina stated, staring at me with wolf-yellow eyes. “I know you want him, but let your mate take him down for you. It won’t be perfect, but it’ll be the next best thing.”

Sighing, Sanders rested his chin on top of my head. “I’ll find a way so you can help. Don’t listen to the little black pot over there. She went behind her mate’s back and killed herself a pair of sorcerers instead of asking for help a few years ago.”

Nicolina flushed. “Sanders!”

“Give it up, Nicolina. They’ll just start listing every single time you’ve gone and done something absurd,” Lisa said, grinning at her sister. “Knowing Dad, he’ll start with your entire relationship with Richard. Sanders has a good amount of dirt on you, too. You’re not going to win.”

“Kettle,” Nicolina hissed. “You went behind Father’s back with Alex, and don’t you forget it.”

“You’re both still required to have a formal wedding entirely for my benefit,” Desmond replied. “Alex has already acknowledged my reign as his father. You’re next, Richard.”

“Richard and Alex had parent issues almost as bad as yours,” my mate informed me in a whisper. “Wendy and Desmond had been treating them like their own puppies long before Desmond clued in Richard had taken Nicolina for his mate.”

“Excuse me? I took Richard as my mate, thank you. It’s true. I wasn’t letting my sister steal him.” Something about the way Nicolina stuck her tongue out at Lisa made me laugh.

“I had it figured out right from the start,” Wendy murmured, smiling at Richard. “The instant Nicolina saw you, I knew there was going to be a murder, a marriage, or both. Of course, she’s my daughter, so she tried murder before she settled for marriage.”

“Long-term stay of execution.”

“I still can’t believe you hid it from me, Wendy,” Desmond grumbled.

“What? I assumed since you always act like you know everything that you had figured it out on your own, dear,” she replied.

“Enough playing,” Richard scolded. “There’s no way we’re putting either you or Wendy at risk, Sara. You will not act as bait, and you will not get anywhere near the fight should there be one. In fact, the only place you’re going is somewhere nice and safe, perhaps a luxury resort somewhere in Europe. I don’t want either of you on the same continent with these assholes until they’re dead.”

I scowled, as did Wendy. My Alpha female growled, long and low. “Richard. You do not get to make that decision.”

“Hawaii counts. Come on, Wendy. If anything happens to either one of you, they’ll lose it. With Seattle’s pack backing them, it’ll be a miracle if I can rein either one of them in. You two must be kept safe. This isn’t going to be a walk in the park.”

Lisa flopped onto the floor and used Alex as a footrest. “Why not let Nicolina and I handle it? She’s an ace of a shot, and I know what I’m doing. We’ll take Amber along as security. Give me a list of names. In a week, if they aren’t more than a bad memory, I’ll be surprised. Of course, Dad will want to either isolate the guilty pack members from the rest of the pack or exile them before we make the hits.”

“That might work for some of them, but for some reason, I don’t think it’ll work on Sara’s father,” my mate grumbled.

“Her father knows she’s pregnant. He’s a dominant male, if not already an Alpha,” Wendy pointed out. “He’ll come for her and her puppy no matter what we do. Desperation will make him dangerous. Haven’t we already learned our lesson? He will find a way to surprise us. She wants to help. Let her. I want to help, so let me, too. He won’t have time to make up an elaborate plan at this point. All he wants is her. We just need to be ready when he comes and deal with him with excessive force.”

There was a long, awkward silence.

“Mom, you’re being really vicious today, and it’s terrifying,” Lisa complained.

“Deal with it,” Wendy snarled.

[image: Image]

My mate fell asleep holding me while I watched Wendy and Desmond bicker. With each hurled insult, Desmond’s pleasure grew while Wendy’s rage strengthened. Richard leaned against the couch behind me.

“All of this time, I thought Nicolina had gotten her temper from her father. Apparently, I was wrong,” he murmured.

The woman in question was sound asleep, curled beside her sister and Alex on the floor.

“I’m amazed they haven’t woken up from all the fuss.”

“Nicolina and Lisa have been worrying themselves sick about their mother. Even after she turned up they were fretting, although they turned a great deal of their attention towards you. Alex is Alex. With so many anxious people around him, he was strung tight as a wire.”

“And you?”

“Enforced napping on my mate’s part ensured I am refreshed and capable of standing guard,” he admitted with a grin. “Sanders is so used to listening to Nicolina, Desmond, and I bicker he’s probably not even aware there is a fight going on.”

I sighed, wiggling on my mate’s lap so I could watch him sleep. “I don’t understand why we can’t just lure my father right into a trap. Tell everyone what happened, with the exception of those who are traitors. If Sanders’s pack cares so much about him, why not use them? We know who is responsible. We can confirm it by cross checking phone records to make certain there aren’t any extras. Pack justice.”

“That’d definitely limit the damage caused by the sudden removal of certain pack members, Arnold included. Of those who were feeding your father information, how do you tell the loyal ones from those who are in your father’s pocket?”

“I may have changed my mind about sparing them,” I replied. “Joseph stays. Mine.”

“Oh?”

“He comes across as honest. He did something stupid, but I think he does care for Sanders.”

Richard sighed. “He does. They’ve been friends a long time. He’s very protective of your mate. It’s a case of shit roads and good intentions.”

“So, why can’t we identify who the conspirators are, tell the rest of the pack what they did—or tried to do—and lure my father out using me and Wendy as bait? And I only suggest Wendy because if I don’t, she’ll wipe the floor with me.”

“I don’t like it,” he grumbled.

“Of course you don’t. You’re not supposed to. What’s disturbing is how happy Desmond is when she’s on the verge of tearing him a new ass. He’s not even remotely afraid of her; he’s loving every minute. I don’t even know what they’re fighting about.” Shaking my head, I watched the way Wendy snarled at her mate, her cheeks flushed red. “Maybe we should stop them.”

“You’re probably right. This is going to make them both insufferable for years, but I guess I should throw him a bone.” Straightening, Richard considered the arguing couple. He wrinkled his nose and muttered, “This is going to be embarrassing.”

“What are you going to do?” I hissed.

“Humiliate myself in the interest of temporary peace.”

“Can’t you just ask them to stop?”

“By all means, try.”

I cleared my throat. They kept arguing. “Hey, maybe we should—”

Without halting in her stream of insults, Wendy flung the throw pillow from her chair at me, and it smacked me in the face. Pain radiated from my nose, and with a startled cry, I clapped my hands to my face.

My nose bled.

“Let me see,” Richard demanded.

With tears in my eyes, I lowered my hands. Taking hold of my chin, Richard seized my nose and jerked. I stiffened as pain stabbed through my face and head, so strong I couldn’t even scream.

“She broke your nose with a pillow. Unbelievable. Give it a few minutes and it’ll heal fine.” Circling around the couch, he grabbed the box of tissues from the coffee table, pulled a few out, and handed them to me. “Mom, you broke Sara’s nose. Dad, why the fuck did you let Mom break Sara’s nose?”

Desmond and Wendy whirled around to face Richard. As what he said sank in, both jerked in my direction.

“That hurt,” I complained, grimacing at the odd way my voice sounded. “What did I do?”

All of the color drained out of Wendy’s face. “Sara, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…”

Desmond pointed at Richard. “You called me Dad.”

“Sara was trying to ask you if there’s a reason we can’t set Seattle’s pack on the traitors, lure them and Mr. Watson out all at the same time, and turn it into a bloodbath. Wendy, you can even play along as bait. We’ll ship you two ladies somewhere remote with a light guard consisting of your beautiful daughters. The rest of us will go ahead, pick somewhere nice and quiet to flush them out, and put an end to this.”

Turning to Wendy, Desmond blurted, “He called me Dad.”

Richard sighed. “You’re obviously so tired you’re hallucinating, Desmond.”

I giggled, and careful not to wake Sanders, I freed myself from his embrace. “Would Richard really say something like that?”

“Exactly. He’s completely delusional. He wants to hear me say it so badly he’s hallucinating it while fighting with his mate. How far he’s fallen. Come to the bathroom, Sara. I’ll help take care of the mess and do something about your hair. It was bad before, but now you have the added bonus of blood to help mat it even further.”

Desmond scowled. “I heard you say it. You heard him, didn’t you, Wendy?”

“I heard him call me Mom, something he’s done on several occasions. You’re jealous and simply wish for his affection.” Wendy held her hands up in a helpless gesture of surrender. “I can’t help it he likes me more than he likes you.”

“I’m positive I heard him call me Dad.”

“Nonsense.” Richard grinned, herding me into the bathroom. “Nice try, Desmond. Keep dreaming.”
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It took less than an hour for the worst of the pain from my broken nose to fade. With Richard’s help, I got the blood and tangles out of my hair, although by the time we finished, I contemplated shaving my head to avoid repeating the experience.

“I’m really sorry,” Wendy whined.

I had lost count of the number of times she had apologized. It took every bit of my willpower to contain my sigh of frustration. “It’s fine, Wendy. All that’s left is a little bit of a bruise.”

“It’s my fault. I was egging Wendy on. I like it when she gets so feisty,” Desmond admitted.

“I’ll consider forgiving you if you come up with a plan where I can help put an end to this,” I growled. I grabbed the front of my shirt, pulled it away from my chest, and glared at the bloodstains. When I peeked at my bra, I was relieved to find it had been spared from my bleeding nose. “This is ruined.”

With a shrug, I pulled my shirt over my head and whipped it in Wendy’s direction, smacking her in the face with it. “Turnabout is fair play.”

Richard turned around and sighed. “Please put your clothes back on.”

“What? I’m wearing a bra, Richard. Don’t tell me you’ve never seen a woman in a bra before.” I shook my head, returning to the couch to be near my mate. “If you haven’t, perhaps I’ll have to take you and Nicolina to a nice club so you can get some experience.”

Choking in an effort not to laugh, Desmond likewise averted his eyes. “She will, too.”

“Desmond, why are you looking elsewhere? You’ve seen me naked before.”

“I certainly haven’t forgotten that fact,” Wendy murmured, glaring at her mate.

“Sanders required adult supervision!”

“Doesn’t that immediately exclude you?” Richard asked, sitting on the floor beside Nicolina. “Sanders will kill us if he catches us staring at you, Sara. Please put some clothes on. Or a towel. Something. That bra isn’t exactly much in the way of coverage.”

I stared down at my chest and scowled. The bra was made of a great deal of lace with just enough support to make sure I had an ample amount of cleavage. “My shirt’s covered in blood, Richard. I’m not wearing a bloody shirt.”

Hopping off the chair, Wendy went into the adjacent bedroom, returning moments later with one of Desmond’s dress shirts. “You won’t fit in any of mine, but you can take one of his.”

“I’ll swim in it,” I complained, taking the shirt and stuffing my arms into the sleeves. Knowing it would annoy Richard, I left enough of the upper buttons undone to keep my cleavage visible. Wrinkling my nose, I perched on the edge of the couch beside Sanders.

“It helps if you button it,” Yellowknife’s Alpha grumbled. “All the way up.”

“Prude.”

“A self-preserving prude.”

“Scaredy cat. Meow,” I countered before sticking my tongue out at him.

My mate snaked his arm around my waist and tugged me close. “Are you causing trouble again, Sara?”

“Me?”

“Yes, you,” he murmured, burying his nose against my ribs. “Why do you smell like Desmond?”

“I’m wearing his shirt. Go back to sleep, Sanders.”

“Why are you wearing his shirt?”

“Apparently, I’m not allowed to run around in my bra. It’s not fair,” I whined.

My mate lifted his head and cracked open his eyes. “No free shows. Charge them what you think you’re worth multiplied by a thousand so it’s at least a little closer to what you’re actually worth. I’ll write up a bill later.” Yawning, he rested his head on my leg and closed his eyes.

Richard laughed. “That was not the response I was expecting from you, Sanders.”

“Pay up, Richard. You saw my beautiful wife in a bra I bought her,” my mate mumbled. He sniffed. “Why do I smell blood?”

“Wendy broke my nose while fighting with her mate. It got on my shirt, so I took it off,” I reported.

Sighing, my mate sat up, rubbing his eyes. He took hold of my chin, turning my head each way to examine my nose. “It looks straight. How did Wendy manage to break your nose? And wasn’t that my shirt?”

I grinned at my mate. “My shirt. I stole it fair and square.”

“It was a pillow,” Wendy whispered. “I’m so sorry. I really didn’t mean to throw it so hard.”

“Wait. You were fighting with Desmond, Wendy? And I missed it? Who won?”

Desmond made a pleased noise in his throat. “It was a draw, and I really hope she decides to continue the discussion at a later time. She’s glorious when she’s angry. Pregnancy makes her so much fun.”

“Charles!”

“You could be ripping his fur out and he’d like it, Wendy,” Richard grumbled.

“So, why are we still awake? It’s too early to be awake. What’s going on?” Sanders rubbed his eyes again, yawned, and flopped onto my lap. “Next time you give a show, wake me, Sara.”

“Sara was preparing to take over the pack by force so she could have her own army to deal with her father and those who wanted to unseat you as Alpha, Sanders. She’s really pretty when she’s angry,” Desmond stated.

“She’s really pretty all of the time, Desmond. No, you can’t steal… wait, what?” My mate rolled onto his back to stare up at me with narrowed eyes. “I need coffee for this. You want to do what with the pack? He’s yanking my tail, right?”

I bent down to kiss the tip of my mate’s nose. “Only a little. I thought it was a good idea. If the pack cares about you that much, they’ll want to help, and those who thought getting rid of me was in your best interest will turn on those who wanted to get rid of you, right? It was just an idea.”

“A damned good idea,” Richard muttered. “She’s full of them, once she decides to speak up and share them. If you’re not careful, she’s going to develop an ego worse than Desmond’s.”

The amber gleam in my mate’s eyes brightened, and his smile pleased my wolf. “Impossible.”

Desmond shook his head and sighed. “For your sake, Sara, I hope you have a daughter. Daughters grow up to become delightful women, the pride and joy of any household. Sons are a royal pain in the ass from day one and remain that way.”

Richard scowled at Desmond, shook his head, and muttered something too soft for me to make out.

“Why can’t we use the whole pack to put an end to everything?” I asked, flicking my mate’s ear with my finger. He yelped, jerked upright, and retreated to the other side of the couch. At my wolf’s urging, I stalked after him, pouncing in his direction.

Sanders scrambled over the other end of the couch, warding me away with crossed fingers. “I never said we couldn’t.”

I crouched, balancing on the couch’s arm, narrowing my eyes as I considered my mate. “We end this, and I get to help. He wants you dead. For that, I’ll destroy him,” I swore.

My mate stilled and stared at me, his eyes the amber I so loved. Every time they burned fire bright, I felt the wolf in him lurking right beneath the surface, the wild, untamed side of him I couldn’t get enough of.

“What is it about pregnancy that makes bitches so vicious?” Richard complained. “Quiet, calm, exceptionally sweet Wendy becomes a demon thirsting for blood. Sara’s not much different, although she’s less likely to turn cushions into dangerous projectiles.”

“I’m so sorry,” Wendy whispered.

“It’s fine, Wendy. Really. Richard made it all better,” I said, turning towards my Alpha female. “Stop apologizing. I’m not mad.”

Taking advantage of my distraction, my mate lunged for me, caught me by the waist, and drove me down onto the couch, pinning me beneath him. “I’ll destroy those who want to come between us. You can watch and help a little,” he growled.

I considered his words and protective behavior, narrowing my eyes at the possessive way he held me. Unable to help myself, I smiled. “I can live with that.”
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I had expected resistance from my mate, but the Shadow Pope proved to be the sticking point in my plan to deal with my father and his cohorts personally. The conversation, conducted in growls, snarls, and snapped phrases, woke Alex, Lisa, and Nicolina, who listened without saying a word.

The persistent way the Shadow Pope denied Wendy and I the right to participate infuriated my wolf. Swallowing back a growl, I eyed Desmond’s phone, wondering how upset he would be if I destroyed the infernal thing.

“Sir, with all due respect, I really doubt we’ll be able to flush them all out without at least Sara present,” Desmond said. I had lost count of how many times he had reiterated the point.

I sighed and kept my mouth shut. Screaming wasn’t going to help my cause. While I was sorely tempted to argue with the Shadow Pope, I forced myself to be patient.

No matter what decree the Inquisition’s leader made, I’d find a loophole, and when I did, I’d help put an end to those threatening my mate once and for all.

Part of me was secretly still daddy’s little girl, and she grieved. For Sanders, for my puppy, and for my mother, I would help murder my own father. How many more lives would I have to take before I could put the past behind me and really start a new life with my mate?

“There are many ways we can lure out the perpetrators without exposing Mrs. Sanders or your mate to them. When you come up with a proposal that doesn’t involve either one of them, call me.” The Shadow Pope hung up.

“He is an infuriating man sometimes,” Desmond snarled, snatching up his phone. For a moment, I thought he was going to fling the device at the wall, but he slipped it into his pocket instead. “I’d tell him to get his head out of his ass, but he’d probably put us all on house arrest until he’s satisfied we’ve learned our lesson.”

“You’d let him?” Richard asked, arching a brow.

“His Eminence is not above sleazy tactics to prove a point,” Wendy muttered, wrinkling her nose. “It’s better not to find out what sort of punishment he has in mind this time.”

“So, come up with a proposal that doesn’t include us. We’ll come up with a proposal that does include us, and we won’t tell you what it is,” I muttered.

“That’s a terrible idea, darling,” my mate murmured, nudging me with his elbow. “I can’t protect you if I don’t know what you’ll be doing.”

“Agreed,” Desmond replied. “There will be no secret plans destined to blow up in our faces.”

“Fine. Just accept we’re going to follow on our own and do what we want,” I growled.

“What she said.” Wendy rose from her chair to pace the room. “If we don’t take the offensive, they will. How many times do they have to show us that before we get a clue? If it weren’t for Sara, they would have gotten both of them in New York. What happened at the greenhouse proved how serious they are about getting their hands on her—they would have left me alone if Charles wasn’t standing in as Alpha for the pack. The only way we’re going to win is if we’re the ones making the first move, and gathering intelligence isn’t going to cut it.”

 “However much I hate saying this, they’re right, Dad,” Lisa said, holding her hands up in surrender when her father glared at her. “The best defense is a good offense, and we’ve been about as offensive as field mice. It almost cost Sara and Mom their puppies. Fuck the Shadow Pope. Tell him a nice story he wants to hear, sound grumpy about it, and we’ll figure out how to deal with Seattle’s pack problem on our own. Between Amber and I, we know enough about Inquisition operations to pull one off without needing help from the uppers.”

“Don’t forget Nicole,” Amber pointed out. “Those little stones of hers pack almost as much of a punch as she does, and she’s frighteningly creative in how she uses them.”

“You can blame Richard for that,” Desmond grumbled. “Their pranks were elaborate from the beginning and have only gotten worse over the years. I’m convinced they’re making up for lost time. Do I need to remind you two you no longer have to pretend you are not madly in love with each other?”

Nicolina scowled, turning her head and refusing to meet her father’s gaze.

Smirking, Richard nuzzled his mate’s throat. “But it’s so much fun watching her bristle, Desmond. And she’s so enthusiastic when hunting me for her revenge.”

“She really is going to kill you one of these days, Puppy,” Desmond growled.

“Dad, stop taunting them,” Lisa ordered, and with a motion too fast for me to follow, she pulled her gun and pointed it at her father. “Maybe if Mom’s kept busy nursing you back to health, she won’t get into anymore trouble—and you’ll leave them alone for a change.”

Scowling at his younger daughter, Desmond narrowed his eyes. “Don’t forget I know all of your dark, dirty little secrets from when you were a little puppy. I’m sure Alex and Richard would love to hear some of them. If you shoot me, I’ll have nothing else to do with my time. I’ll be forced to fawn over both of my sons, driving them to the brink of insanity.”

“Asshole,” Lisa growled, stowing the weapon back in its holster. “You like our mates more than you like us, don’t you?”

While there was a wicked, teasing edge to Desmond’s smile, the hard, yellow gleam in his eye softened to a warm brown. “I am merely proud of my little girls for finding such lovely puppies to seduce and claim for their own.”

Richard groaned and slumped against Nicolina. “Can we talk business, please?”

“If Amber and Lisa come with me, we can keep Mom and Sara safe. They’d need to bring a lot more than a handful of Fenerec and an Alpha with more money than sense.” Shoving her mate upright, Nicolina straightened, pulling out a pearlescent sphere from her pocket. She set the stone on the carpet in front of her and stared at it. “Richard had a good idea; if we say we’re going to a resort or some such to stay out of the way while you men deal with the problems in Seattle, the Shadow Pope should have no reason to complain. If you trust Joseph, stage a fight between him and Sara—give this Arnold a reason to believe Joseph’s intel is good. Better yet, stage a fight between Sanders and Sara with Joseph as a witness. If we tell Joseph he’s to play double agent, we can feed Arnold the exact information we want him to learn.”

My mate growled. “You’ll be putting yourselves directly in harm’s way.”

“That’s the idea, Sanders. While you males feed the Shadow Pope a lovely pile of shit about the operation he’d like to run, we’ll be running an op of our own. We’ll split the pack; half with you, half with us. It shouldn’t be an issue to have Frank and Alex with us, although His Eminence will keep you on a short leash, Richard.” Smirking, Nicolina kissed his cheek. “You’ll just have to leave the real work to us ladies.”

Richard scowled at his mate. “I don’t suppose you can pick a resort within walking distance, can you?”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

“Short driving distance?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Somewhere on the same continent?”

“Don’t get cheap on me, Richard,” Nicolina growled. “It’s more fun if we can cause an international incident.”

“Daughters, you will run a quiet operation within the continental United States,” Desmond ordered.

Both Nicolina and Lisa sighed.

“Alaska,” I suggested. Everyone stared at me. I shrugged. “Ignoring the fact it’s divided from the main forty-eight states by Canada, it’s technically on the same continent. It’s remote. If there are wolves on the prowl, will anyone really notice them? Lots of space to draw out our prey and put an end to this once and for all.”

Sanders laughed, caught me in a hug, and kissed me. “You’re such a clever beast. It’s perfect. I can make an easy excuse about giving the pack room to run and blow off steam. If I claim I’m sending the low-ranking Fenerec to be safely out of the way for the firefight while protecting our precious bitches, the Shadow Pope won’t be able to complain. What sort of operation do we pull off as a distraction?”

Sucking in a breath, Desmond sat straighter. “We can kill two birds with one stone. We know who some of the traitors are. If we lure the ones wanting your rank to us, we can deal with them. If the ladies lure the ones who might be loyal to the traitors and her father, we can divide and conquer. Alaska’s a big place… and we don’t have to tell the Shadow Pope their resort happens to be near where we’re hunting traitors. If we say we don’t want to give the details of the locations to prevent leaks, he’ll buy it.”

Richard grinned. “I like it. The question is how do we determine who is loyal and who isn’t?”

There was something worrying about the way my mate smiled. “Leave that to me.”


Chapter Thirty-Two
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I couldn’t tell if our exclusion from the remainder of the males’ planning session was to spite us or to protect the secrecy of their operation. Annoyance burned in the eyes of Desmond’s daughters, and Wendy growled with each breath.

Amber remained calm and quiet, and I took shelter behind her.

“They’re scary, aren’t they?” She smiled at me.

“They’re worse than Dustin’s sharks. With them, I had some hope they wouldn’t bite me,” I whispered.

Laughing, Amber patted my shoulder. “I’ll protect you. Don’t worry. Nicolina, at least, knows better than to cross me.”

Nicolina turned to us. “What?”

“I was about to tell Sara how I would run you and Lisa into the ground at the obstacle course if you keep frightening her with your enthusiasm to outwit His Eminence.”

Both women winced.

“That’s just cruel, Amber,” Nicolina complained.

“Tone down the bloodlust a bit, then. Wendy I can understand, but you two ladies are not pregnant with a puppy, thus you lack a good excuse. Yes, you’re irritated your mates are having all of the fun planning covert operations, but we have plans of our own to make. Behave.” Shaking her head, Amber opened the door to the room I had been sharing with Sanders and herded us all inside. “If we want to lure Mr. Watson and his cohorts out for a firefight, we need to make sure our offensive is better than theirs.”

At Wendy’s silent gesture, I took the armchair while she sat on the couch with her daughters. Amber made herself comfortable sitting on the floor at Nicolina’s feet and watched me. “So, let’s go over the basics first. Why Alaska?”

“It’s remote, difficult to reach in the winter, and just seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“Remote and difficult to reach are selling points. You’ll have to do better than it seemed like a good idea, though. Why would five women want to go to Alaska in the winter?”

“Dog sledding?” I suggested.

Lisa choked, and after a puzzled moment, I realized she was trying not to laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“The first and last time we tried that, Nicolina bit one of the dogs,” she replied.

Sighing, Wendy shook her head. “Why can’t I have normal girls? One is an assassin and the other is a wizard who bites dogs when they are too friendly with her mate.”

“She should’ve respected my territory, Mom,” Nicolina growled. “He’s mine.”

“He was feeding her treats, Nicolina.”

“I don’t care.”

Amber cleared her throat. “Dog sledding is a possibility. Any other ideas?”

“Skiing? Watching the aurora?” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never been to Alaska.”

“Going to new places on Desmond’s dime is a legitimate excuse,” Amber announced. “How are we going to get there?”

“Road trip,” Nicolina replied. “We’ll fly into Canada, get a good car, pile in, and off we go.”

Arching a brow, Amber elbowed Nicolina’s leg. “You’re insane. Who would want to drive to Alaska?”

I raised my hand.

“No. We are not driving from California to Alaska. We’re not flying to Canada to drive to Alaska, either.”

Pulling out her phone, Nicolina tapped something onto the screen, and with a thoughtful hum, she turned the display so we could see it. “It’s only sixty hours from here. If we go on a road trip, moving targets are a lot harder to hit—we just tell the Shadow Pope we’re going to drive around to stay off the radar. We go to Alaska by car.”

“Your Porsche is not suitable for five people,” Wendy said.

“Isn’t my little car okay for five?” I asked. “I haven’t even seen it yet.”

Nicolina narrowed her eyes. “What little car?”

“His Eminence was in a mood and decided to get her an Alfa Romeo so she would not feel left out of the car games. It’s actually parked in our garage right now to make certain nothing happens to it. I even have the keys,” Wendy murmured, and her eyes brightened to yellow. Her smile chilled me. “How better to teach her to drive than during a long road trip?”

“This is a disaster in the making,” Amber groaned, covering her face with her hands. “Yet here I am, intrigued by the possibility of being stuck in the same car with four bitches.”

“You’re the adult supervision,” Lisa said, her tone light with amusement.

“I know. It’s terrifying.”

Sucking in a breath, Wendy pulled out her phone. When she giggled, I worried. “What’s so funny, Wendy?”

“Let’s play with them all. I’ll get us a rental, we’ll head to my place, grab the Alfa Romeo, and go to Alaska—and we won’t tell them we’re leaving now.”

Lisa groaned. “Mom, that’s an even worse idea than road tripping to Alaska in the winter in the first place. What happened to our mission? You just want to taunt Dad and worry him at the same time.”

“Admit it, Lisa. You know you want to see Alex’s face when he finds you after you’ve vanished from under his nose. And don’t you even attempt to tell me you’re not eager, Nicolina. I’m gift wrapping your next prank on your Richard. The best part? It’s a legitimate strategy. It’ll be a lot harder for anyone to corner us or launch an offensive when we’re on the move. No reservations—we’ll hit hotels and motels as we find them. They’ll only know where we’ve been, not where we’re going. If our mates can’t find us, no one can.”

“They know we’ve talked about Alaska, Mom,” Nicolina pointed out.

“They do not know how we plan on getting there, darling. Alaska is a big place. When we’re ready to flush out Mr. Watson, Sara can call him.” Hopping to her feet, Wendy paced the room, her grin widening with every step. “It’s perfect. If Sara calls him sounding distressed, he probably won’t even think about trying to organize an actual hit. We can catch him that way.”

“Catch?” Amber asked.

“Catch,” Wendy confirmed. “If we kill him right away, we won’t learn what happened to Sara’s mother—and who changed him into a Fenerec. Let’s save killing him as a last resort.”
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While I worried how my mate would react, my wolf was thrilled and delighted by the idea of playing a game against our males and taking the offensive at the same time. Her desire to hunt burned bright, but the opportunity to take control of our situation appealed to her most of all.

“They’re going to kill us,” I muttered. My partners-in-crime ignored me, hovering around Wendy while she filled out information for the rental car and went through the tedious process of adding each of us as extra drivers. Giving me the option to drive the car seemed like a terrible idea to me, but I kept my mouth shut.

Wendy was enjoying herself far too much, which was a far cry better than her growling.

“We’re only running away a little,” Lisa replied, flashing a grin at me. “Come on, Sara. It’ll be fun.”

“It’ll be fun right up until they catch us.”

“Nonsense.” Turning to me, Nicolina matched her twin’s grin. “Are you kidding? They’re all going to be so worked up by the time they catch us they’ll only have one thing on their minds. When we present our prize, we’ll emerge the ultimate victors. Their expressions are going to be priceless.”

“Assuming we pull this crazy stunt off,” I muttered.

Nicolina laughed. “Have a little faith, Sara. You’ll be in the same car with some of the most dangerous women alive. It’s the worst club on Earth, and you get a free pass to join. If you want to worry about someone, worry about those who get in our way. Lisa and I are a force to be reckoned with. Add in Amber, and we’re a three-woman army. With Mom acting like a nuclear bomb ready to detonate at any moment, I pity anyone who doesn’t get out of our way fast enough. Richard likes telling me it brushes off on anyone we come into contact with. We’ll have you as bad as us by the time your mate rescues you from us.”

I sighed and kept quiet. Leaving our cell phones in my room bothered me almost as much as abandoning my mate did. There was merit to the plan, which is why I went along with it, but the thought of worrying Sanders in turn worried me.

In their enthusiasm for the hunt, they hadn’t let me even leave a note.

When Wendy finished with the paperwork, she herded us to the SUV she had rented for the first leg of our trip, tossing the keys to Amber. “Take the front, Sara.”

Amber caught the keys and sighed. “Lucky me. At least our chance of reaching our destination without a crash has gone up substantially.”

“Funny, Amber,” Nicolina grumbled.

“I still think this is a bad idea.” I took the front passenger seat and buckled in. “I guess I should be grateful you let me keep my wallet. Did you really have to take my phone?”

“We’ll get new ones on the way. Those phones were too easy to track. It wouldn’t be much fun if our mates could just call the Inquisition and get our coordinates—and if there are still traitors working with the Inquisition, they could do the same,” Amber replied.

“Has it occurred to any of you we might be getting a little carried away with this?” I demanded, twisting around in my seat to glare at Wendy and her daughters.

All three grinned at me.

“Definitely,” Nicolina replied.

“It’s part of our charm,” Lisa agreed. “And Mom’s usually all reserved and quiet. This is great. We’re basically pulling a heist, and our Mom even gave us the okay to do it this time.”

“We have never pulled a heist, Lisa,” Nicolina grumbled.

“We are not starting bank robbing careers this road trip, girls,” Wendy murmured. “Relax, Sara. Wolves love games, and I was nice enough to text my mate we were going shopping and wouldn’t be back until later tonight. They won’t even notice we’re gone for at least a few hours.”

I turned back around, hung my head, and sighed. “How are you going to explain not answering our cells?”

I didn’t think the situation was funny, but Wendy laughed. “They’re all turned off and under the bed. Stop worrying. We have at least a few hours until they notice anything. My Charles will be arguing with Richard for at least two hours over plans, then they’ll get on the phone with the Shadow Pope, which will surely fill a couple of hours. Perhaps your Sanders will worry, but he’ll ultimately get caught up in the bickering.”

Lisa snickered. “Alex will think it’s funny. He loves watching his brother get riled up. Of course, he’ll get caught up in the hunt as much as the rest given some time. That’s a nice thing about the Murphys. They’re both worriers, and when they worry, they act. They’re reliable.”

Reaching over, Amber gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Just think about it this way, Sara. It’s a legitimate strategy. If your mates can’t find us, no one else should be able to. The risky part is picking up your Alfa Romeo—we don’t know if anyone will be watching the house.”

“Leave that to me,” Nicolina stated. “The alarm system is no match for me, and if anyone does try something stupid while I’m getting the car, I’ll teach them a lesson or two.”

“I hadn’t thought of that,” Wendy admitted. “Wait. We could grab Sanders’s truck. It’s parked at his house. We hired a house sitter, but they only come around every couple of days for a few minutes. It’s got a huge cab and should be comfortable enough.”

“We’re not stealing my mate’s truck.”

“It’s not stealing if we have the keys,” Wendy murmured. “It’s your truck now, too.”

“You do not have the keys to Sanders’s truck, Mom,” Nicolina chided.

“I may not have them right at this moment, but I know where he keeps the spare set in his house. His truck is seriously sexy.” Wendy clapped her hands. “I love it. Grand theft auto. Onward, Amber! To Sanders’s house!”

I surrendered with a sigh.
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By the time dinnertime rolled around, I realized Wendy had ulterior motives for wanting to go on a road trip. With a grin bordering on the demonic, she forced Amber to stop at a store to buy us all phones under a false ID.

“You have fake IDs, Amber?” I asked after we were back in the SUV. While I wondered what Wendy was up to, I waited. I had the feeling I’d find out soon enough.

“I have three on me, one of which hasn’t been hacked by the Inquisition yet. I keep a few the Inquisition knows about so they feel like they can keep track of me.” Amber squirmed in her seat to pull out her wallet, which she tossed onto my lap. “I’m actually impressed you had as good of a fake as you did. It tricked us at first glance. Whoever you got it from knew what they were doing.”

I checked Amber’s wallet, and after a little searching, I found her extra licenses tucked behind her card-sized carry permits. She had a lot of permits for the United States and a government ID for Canada.

“One of my coworkers recommended the guy. A lot of us had fake licenses.”

“Why?”

I hesitated to admit I had been underage when I had first started dancing. Sighing, I confessed, “I was underage when I started working—a lot of girls in my position were. We needed really good IDs. None of us wanted to deal with a year in prison over it—or fines we couldn’t afford.”

“Sounds tough.”

“Vegas is a tough town.”

Wendy cleared her throat. “Amber, there’s a buffet a mile from here.”

My wolf’s eagerness for another buffet experience matched my dread over whether or not my dinner would stay in my stomach where it belonged. Laughing, Amber asked for the address. “Hungry, are you?”

Thanks to traffic, it took us almost ten minutes to reach the buffet. Impatient to eat, my wolf’s restlessness grew, excitement taking over when Amber pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot.

“You want to eat your way to Alaska, don’t you?” I accused, sliding out of the SUV.

“Why lose such a nice opportunity?”

“And in an hour, I bet both of you will be throwing up almost everything you ate,” Amber said, shaking her head. “I will happily pull over for you, but do not puke in the SUV. I refuse to clean it up. I draw the line at cleaning up vomit out of a rental.”

“She who pukes first loses,” Wendy declared.

I rubbed my temples to ward away my growing headache. “She who pukes at all loses, Wendy. Misery shouldn’t be a contest.”

“Don’t be a spoilsport, Sara.”

Lisa grinned at me. “Maybe we should make bets on how long it takes Sara to decide she’s had enough and put Mom in her place.”

“Are you trying to get us both in trouble?” Nicolina demanded.

Laughing, Wendy put her hands on her hips and turned to her daughters. “Girls, when are you not in trouble?”

“You’re so mean, Mom.” Lisa wrinkled her nose, shook her head, and sighed. “We better feed you before Sara or Amber have to call Dad and tell him you ate us.”

“You’re both too scrawny to eat. I’m taking you to a buffet to fatten you up so you’re worth grilling,” Wendy retorted. “Come along, girls. We have food to eat and plans to make.”
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In my effort to keep my dinner where it belonged, I ate the least. I amused myself watching Wendy compete with her daughters, ultimately defeating them both by a wide margin.

Amber narrowed her eyes, poking my empty plate with her fork. “You should eat more than that. You have two to feed.”

“If I throw it all up, I’m feeding neither one of us,” I retorted, and with a grin, I pointed at Wendy. “She can puke for both of us.”

“Whoever dubbed it morning sickness never got pregnant. I find it’s all-of-the-time sickness,” Desmond’s mate replied. “If I’m lucky, it won’t last through the entire nine months this time. Twins are terrible for your digestion, Sara—especially after they’re born.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Nicolina muttered.

“Okay, let’s get down to business, then. Sara, of all of us, you’re the one at most risk—but for this to work, you’ll have to take the most risks. We have several choices, and I want you to think them through on the way up to Alaska,” Amber said, pushing her plate aside to grab one of the fresh napkins. “Pen.”

Wendy dug into her purse for a ballpoint, handing it over to the witch with a flourish.

“If we want to catch him, which I think is an absolutely terrible idea with the most risks, we’ll need to lure him somewhere remote. I can get us Ketamine and wolfsbane to drug him, though I don’t know how long it’ll keep him down. He could be down for the count like Richard or he could be more like Sara, burning it off remarkably fast. Either way, it’s risky and a lot could go wrong. Issue one is the delivery of the drugs. I don’t want anything he might be able to turn on one of us, so syringes at close range are a no-go. Darts are possible, so long as we don’t hit Sara or Wendy accidentally.”

I frowned. “What would they do to my puppy if I got hit with a dart?”

“You likely won’t have a puppy anymore if you get hit with a dart,” was Amber’s somber reply. “I’m really against catching him at all. Put him down like the mad dog he is so we can get on with our lives. There are ways to find out what happened to Sara’s mom without risking her puppy to do it.”

With a flinch, Wendy lowered her gaze to the table. “He’s the only one who knows for sure.”

“It’s an imperfect world, Wendy. Is it really worth the risk to find out? Ultimately, the decision is Sara’s to make, not ours.” Amber drew a pair of rectangles on the napkin. “Our other option is to go in for the kill. We lure him into a trap, and as soon as we know we have the right wolf, we kill him. The only problem with that is we’ll need to go to Yellowknife to get the bullets.”

“What bullets?” Wendy demanded.

Nicolina flinched. “Richard’s stupid bullets. They’re solid silver shot, and they’re old. If you want to guarantee a kill, you use those. Can’t we just go in with hollow points, Amber?”

“If we’re killing him, I want him dead with one shot, Nicole. No dicking around with him. One shot and done. Let’s not drag this out any more than necessary.”

“Humane. I like it,” Wendy stated, her tone cold. “The only type of firefight I want to go into is one I know I’m going to win before it starts—without any one of us getting hurt in the process.”

“So, think about it, Sara. If we have to swing up to Yellowknife, we’ll do so. It’ll add time, but I won’t take any chances.”

Nicolina muttered something under her breath, grabbed her purse, pulled out her wallet, and dug into the zippered section, pulling out a small, black bag. Holding it carefully by the strings, she handed it over to Amber. “There’s three. Richard makes me carry the stupid things around with me in case I need them. Every time I try to put them back in the safe, he gets burned putting them back in my damned wallet.”

Amber took the pouch, opened it, and peeked inside. “Looks like he had these made for you, huh?”

“Yes.”

“You have your Beretta with you?”

“Of course I do.”

“We’ll swap. I’d rather use the gun they’re made for, and knowing Richard, he probably made off with your gun and had the rounds made just for your use.”

“They’re standard. He made the rounds to fit any of my usual weapons. Despite his reputation, he believes it’s stupid to make a bullet that’ll work best with only one gun.”

Wendy eyed the black bag warily and grumbled, “Please put those away. My stomach’s churning just from smelling the damned things. At least she limits how often she shoots her mate.”

Nicolina’s face turned red. “Rubber pellets, Mom. I load the gun with rubber pellets when I do it on purpose!”

“You lead interesting lives,” I said, shaking my head. “How hard is it to learn how to shoot a gun?”

“It’s not difficult,” Amber replied, turning her full attention to me. “Why?”

Drawing a deep breath, I regarded the black pouch with its lethal bullets inside. If his fate was in my hands, I would serve as judge and executioner. My wolf’s approval warmed me. “If anyone is shooting my father, it’ll be me.”
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While Amber was intrigued by me and my determination to handle my father personally, Wendy wanted nothing to do with the idea. Caught in the middle, Nicolina and Lisa wisely remained silent, leaving me to defend myself from their mother’s wrath.

The fight continued after we left the restaurant until well after dark while Amber drove along a highway skirting the ocean.

“Absolutely not,” Wendy growled yet again. I had lost count of the number of times she had refused my request, once again renewing our dispute. “You luring him out is enough. Let Amber deal with him. Dead is dead. Will you being the one to pull the trigger make any difference in the end result?”

“Yes, it will,” I replied, careful to keep my voice quiet and calm. “He’s my father, so he’s my problem.”

“He’s a problem we all share,” Wendy countered.

I scowled, wondering how many times we would repeat the same conversation before one of us surrendered. “Why should I burden anyone else with killing him?”

“I have better aim and won’t miss my target,” Amber said, startling me with her first contribution to the argument. “It’s not a matter of can you or are you willing to; we know you are. What matters is killing him so no one else gets hurt. Chances are he’ll get close to you before I—or one of Desmond’s devil daughters—can take him down.”

Nicolina reached up between the seats and smacked the back of her hand against Amber’s arm. “Devil daughters?”

“I’ve seen both of you work. You’re terrifying—almost as frightening as your mother when she’s annoyed,” Amber replied, her tone serious until she ruined it with a giggle. “I’m sure Richard and Alex would agree with me. I’ve seen Richard checking on you at home to make certain you haven’t done some new and crazy stunt, Nicolina.”

“Quiet, Amber,” Richard’s mate grumbled.

“You don’t have to try to do this on your own, Sara,” Wendy whispered.

“Why not?”

There was something sad and wistful about Wendy’s sigh. “I’ve seen a pair of mad wolves hurt their puppy in the past. I won’t see it happen again. I was responsible for him, and I allowed them to get near him. I’m responsible for you. I won’t allow that mongrel who dares to call himself your father close to you. Amber, Nicolina, or Lisa will take the shot. You will lure him out, and long before he is able to reach you, he will die a far more merciful death than he deserves.”

I had no idea who the ‘him’ she referred to was, but the pain in her voice made me pause. “It doesn’t seem right. Because of me—”

Wendy reached between the seats, and with a hard flick of her finger, she struck my neck. I yelped, agony rippling through me to leave me shaking in its wake. “Because of you, Sanders will have a puppy at long last. Because of you, he’ll have the family he never thought he could have. Because of you, I’ll torment my daughters with a sibling. You can’t take the blame for what others have done.”

“Because of me, they took you at the greenhouse,” I snarled when I could talk without gasping for breath.

“I have a theory on that.” Nicolina jostled her mother out of the way and rubbed her fingers where I’d been flicked. “Try to relax; it’ll help with the pain. Mom’s a master at that trick, thanks to Father. Anyway, it’s a dominant’s instinct to provide for females. If his pack doesn’t have any bitches, he likely wanted Mom as a female companion for you. Males are often driven to please and protect females. It’s annoying and obnoxious as hell. Be careful what you ask for, especially while you’re pregnant. Sanders will do everything he can to get you what you want. Hell, you’ll open your mouth with some wishful-thinking comment, and sure enough he’ll accomplish it, leaving you to wonder what the fuck is wrong with him.”

“Richard still hasn’t figured out when she’s serious or not,” Amber informed me. “We’re betting on whether he figures it out, or if Nicole learns to keep her wishful thinking to herself. Personally, I think she likes watching him bend over backwards for her. It gives her time to plot her next prank on him.”

“He must have the patience of a saint,” I mumbled.

Lisa laughed. “He sure does. Nicolina’s the same way, at least until she gets caught up in something or someone really upsets her. They’re a good match for each other. Not as good as Alex and I, of course, but only one of us can be perfect, and that’s me.”

The sisters began bickering in the backseat, and I wondered if I should try to put an end to the argument when Wendy giggled. Deciding against intervening, I turned to Amber. “I think we’re all tired and cranky. Have we gone far enough for tonight?”

“We’ve gone far enough for tonight. I’ll stop at the next hotel I find.”


Chapter Thirty-Three
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It took us two days to reach Seattle.

“We would have been here yesterday if you three in the back had a combined attention span longer than ten seconds,” I stated, twisting around in my seat to glare at the three women.

They grinned at me.

“Admit it, you liked the stop at the chocolate factory in San Francisco,” Wendy replied.

I glanced in the direction of the duffel bag stashed between Nicolina’s feet. “I enjoyed it. I’m worried Nicolina is going to develop diabetes should she continue her current consumption rate of those bars.”

“Just be glad Richard isn’t with us, Sara. When I first met her, she woke up before Richard, Alex, and me and devoured an entire duffel bag’s worth in a sitting.”

“I was hungry,” the wizard mumbled.

“She needs more calories than regular Fenerec,” Amber admitted, sighing. “Chocolate is a good way to keep her awake.”

Amber pulled the SUV into the driveway of a two-story house. It was plain, its siding painted in a white beginning to turn gray. It reminded me of a plantation estate from the Civil War, complete with a wrap-around porch. Like the Desmond’s home, the house was under siege by countless roses.

The flowers didn’t hold my attention long. Parked in front of us was a red truck trimmed in sleek chrome. Mud was splattered over its tires, although it looked like someone had taken a hose to most of the vehicle. It had four doors like most cars, and I had a feeling it could easily demolish our rental. I leaned forward, widening my eyes.

I didn’t know much about trucks, but it looked new enough. “That’s his truck?”

“It’s a beauty, isn’t it?” Nicolina said, hopping out of the SUV.

“How old is it? It looks new!” I followed her example and got out of the rental.

“I might have a small confession to make.” Circling to the truck, Nicolina gave it an affectionate pat. “Richard and I planned to trash Sanders’s old truck. While the rabbit feet were an unexpected and unwanted surprise, revisiting a prank he pulled on me years ago, we were planning on some collateral damage to his old truck. This one is four months old, and we thought it might help him feel a bit better after what happened to Mary.”

Wendy sucked in a breath. “You broke his truck on purpose?”

Leaning against the truck, Nicolina smirked in her mother’s direction. “Supercharged baseball bat to the engine. I fried every possible component to make sure it died a terrible death. I’m a bad daughter. I’m sorry, Mom. I’m also a terrible friend, as I already paid the truck off in full. When he pays his monthly bills on the truck, it ends up in an investment account I’m overseeing for him.”

“What did I do to deserve a nightmare child like you?” demanded Wendy.

“So this is Sanders’s house?” I forced my attention away from the truck. While the others had enjoyed insulting the home, I couldn’t see anything wrong with it. “The way you all went on, I thought it was falling apart or something.”

“It is,” Wendy replied, wrinkling her nose. “It’s a death trap, it needs a new roof, and if you’re really unlucky, you’ll end up with your foot through a floorboard. He fixes them each time one gives out, but it’s never a fun experience when it happens. Part of the disrepair is due to the fact he spends a lot of time at the greenhouse—he has for the past few years.”

The chill in Wendy’s tone warned me against asking, so I nodded, kept my mouth shut, and approached the front door.

I made it two steps onto the porch when the wood creaked alarmingly beneath my feet. Freezing in place, I stared down at my feet. While the wood had a fresh coat of stain and sealer, the edges of the boards were worn away. I shifted my foot, grimacing as a chunk of the plank crumbled away. “Right. So, where are the keys?”

Wendy chuckled, easing by me and placed her feet with deliberate care. Following her path, I wondered what my mate’s home looked like on the inside. Unlike the Desmond’s home, Sanders didn’t have an alarm system.

The first thing I noticed was the lack of pictures and decorations. The living room was meant for function, although the couch did look comfortable enough. I drew in a deep breath and forgot about his furnishings as my mate’s scent filled my nose.

Amused his home had the same lack of creature comforts and personal effects as my apartment, I tailed Wendy to a small office across the house. She opened a safe, dug through a mess of papers, and pulled out a set of keys. Jingling them at me, she handed them over. After several long minutes of shuffling through papers, she pulled a few out, folded them up, and stuffed them in her purse.

“Okay, head on back to the car. There’s one thing I want to grab, and I’ll be out.”

I frowned.

Giving me a gentle shove in the direction of the front door, Wendy said, “Go. If I let you prowl around his house, we’ll never get you out of here. Don’t pretend. I saw you sniffing for your mate’s scent like it’s a drug.”

I giggled. “I solemnly swear I will not put up a fight about leaving the house.”

“Go. I’m just grabbing one thing. Take the keys to Amber, and get the truck started.”

Sighing my surrender, I did as told, careful to keep my steps light in fear I’d find the weak spot in the floor and go crashing through the ancient boards. Once outside, I held up the keys and waved them in Amber’s direction.

“I can’t believe we’re stealing Sanders’s truck,” the witch mumbled, taking them from me. “Lisa, you want to drive the rental?”

“Of course. If we let my sister drive it, we’ll never reach Alaska in one piece.”

“Thanks, Lisa. It’s nice to know you have my back.”

“Maybe if you didn’t have a tendency to destroy vehicles, I would have faith you wouldn’t wreck the rental.”

Amber shook her head, unlocked the truck, and clambered inside with the help of the step. “Welcome to my life, Sara. I don’t suppose you want to convince Sanders to come live in Yellowknife, do you? It’d be nice to have someone calm and respectable around the lodge for a change.”

“Be nice, Amber,” Nicolina chided.

By the time Lisa was behind the wheel of the SUV and I had taken the passenger front seat of the truck, Wendy returned carrying a blue, plush blanket and a pillow. She came to my door, and with a grin, tossed them up to me. “There. Now you can sniff your mate’s scent the entire drive to Alaska if you don’t find his truck sufficient.”

Laughing, Amber started the truck. “Good thought, Wendy. I keep forgetting how newly mated you two are—having his scent around will keep you relaxed, Sara. I give it a week before Nicolina’s ready to crawl out of her skin. Lisa’s more contained, but that’s because of her work. I’m actually surprised you haven’t been edgy yet, Wendy.”

“I simply remind myself I’m playing a game with my mate. I’m winning,” Wendy replied.

“A rare occasion,” Nicolina muttered. “And don’t let Lisa trick you, Amber. She gets just as anxious as I do. She’s just better at hiding it.”

“Then we’ll just have to make sure we don’t take too many detours on the way to Alaska so I can get you bitches back to your mates.”
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Two exits before the border, Amber found a large lot, put the truck in park, and turned to me. “You get to drive, Sara.”

“I get to what?” I blurted, my eyes widening.

“Drive. We’re going to spend the next hour practicing in this nice, empty parking lot. You’re on Sanders’s insurance. You’re technically the co-owner of the vehicle—we’re not. We’re all insured, but if they ask questions, it’s easier if we do it this way.”

“I still haven’t figured out how we’re getting across the border without passports,” I muttered.

“Leave that to me,” Amber replied. “I’m technically a government official, as are Nicolina and Lisa. All you have to do is drive the truck through the gate, hand the nice guard a stack of ids and a couple of pieces of paper, and answer his questions—or let me answer if you don’t know. We might get pulled in, but if we do, it’s no issue. After one phone call we’ll be on the road again.”

“This sounds like one bad idea after another,” I confessed, unbuckling my seatbelt. “If I crash his truck, I’ll die.”

Amber grinned at me. “You’re not going to crash his truck. It’s actually really nice to drive. If you do crash into something, chances are, the truck will win. This baby is a tank. I never thought Sanders would get a Toyota, but I have to say, this is one nice vehicle.”

Chuckling, Nicolina leaned between the front seats. “I know. I thought he would have gone for a Silverado, but he picked the Tundra. Anyway, driving really isn’t all that hard. You’ll figure it out fast. Despite what they like saying about me, I’m a good driver—I just have terrible luck.”

Wendy coughed, and I recognized the sound of her attempting to swallow her laughter. “It’s true. She can do things with cars most people can’t, so long as fate ignores her existence. Most of the crashes haven’t been her fault. Though, you do have a history with Sanders’s property, my daughter. The first time you crashed something, it was one of his pack vans.”

“I can’t believe you’re making me drive,” I complained, sliding out of my seat and to the ground.

It was so cold outside I shuddered and hurried around the truck so I could retreat into its warmth. Amber took over my seat, folding up Sanders’s blanket and cramming it between the front seats. “You’ll be fine. I’ve told you everything you need to know, I’ve quizzed you on it several times on the ride, and you understand the difference between red, yellow, and green. All you need to do at this point is learn to keep it between the lines and park it. A little experience, and you’ll be fine.”

“You make it sound so easy. I’m sure it’s not,” I grumbled.

“You’re driving a tank, Sara. No one on the road wants to hit you. Watch your speed, keep the truck between the lines, and you’ll be fine. Trust me. They’ll see your truck and decide to give you plenty of space. I’ll help you with any merging you need to do. If you can follow directions, you’ll be fine,” Amber reassured me.

Mumbling curses, I buckled my seatbelt, drew a deep breath, and twisted so I could glare at the pedals. “Big one is brake, little one is gas, big one is brake, little one is gas,” I mumbled.

Amber laughed. “Don’t put the truck in drive yet. Get a feel for where the pedals are. Remember, you drive with one foot only. You’ll be fine.”
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There was something exhilarating about driving a truck as large and powerful as my mate’s. My wolf delighted in the way it responded when I hit the gas, its engine growling. I loved how easy it was to turn the wheel and make the vehicle go exactly where I wanted.

Reverse proved trickier, but my wolf found using the mirrors to drive challenging and interesting. I giggled while Nicolina and Lisa pretended to be parked cars. Once satisfied I could handle the most common maneuvers, Amber gathered all of our IDs. I was the only one without an actual passport, but Amber assured me she’d be able to get me into Canada—and back into the US again when we reached Alaska.

To my relief, there was no wait to cross the border, and at Amber’s direction, I coaxed the truck into the lane, coming to a halt near the guard’s booth. Taking up all of our IDs and the paperwork Amber produced, I held them out to the man.

“Where are you going?” he demanded, going through the stack. His eyebrows rose when he unfolded the sheets Amber had given to me to hand over.

“Anchorage, Alaska,” I replied.

“Purpose?”

“Visiting family.” It was the truth, although if the border guard ever learned why we were paying a visit to my father, we’d never make it to Alaska.

“What are your nationalities?”

As Amber had coached me on the approach, I gave the man the information. “I’m American, she’s American,” I replied, pointing to Wendy in the back. “The others are Canadian.” I wondered how I would explain how the two daughters of the American were Canadian and not American—or if they were both. Once safely beyond the border, I’d have to ask.

“Are there any weapons in the vehicle?” the guard demanded.

Amber leaned over and said, “Three Beretta M9s, sir. The unsigned forms are on the bottom of the stack along with a full listing of all ammunition.”

The guard handed me the papers and cards, pointing at the nearby building. “Pull up there, Ma’am. You’ll need to sign for your weapons with an agent inside.”

“Thank you, sir,” I replied, handing the sheets and cards to Amber. After a moment of hesitation, I put the truck into drive and headed to the building. I was shaking by the time I found a spot and turned the engine off. “Is that it?”

“That’s it. I’ll take it from here. I’ll have to go bully some people so they don’t go tattling we were here.”

“You did just fine, Sara,” Wendy soothed. “Cuddle up with your blanket, and take a few deep breaths.”

Drawing a deep breath didn’t help much. I unbuckled my seatbelt, sliding out of the truck to come face to face with a border guard carrying a machine gun. I inhaled, retreating until my back pressed against the seat.

“Your keys, please,” he requested, holding out his hand.

Shaking from head to toe, I held them out. Amber came to my rescue, flashing her ID while linking her elbow with mine. “We will be taking the ammunition boxes and guns inside.”

The guard examined Amber’s ID. Straightening, he saluted. “Yes, ma’am. We’ll keep a close watch over your vehicle, ma’am.”

“Thank you,” Amber replied, dragging me towards the building. “The good news? We won’t have to wait long in line. The bad news? I’ll have to face an interrogation. The good news? You get to wait inside with the Desmonds while I handle it.”

“That’s good news?” I asked.

All three of the Desmonds glared at me.

Prodding me in the ribs, Wendy said, “You’re feisty today.”

“I’m a Murphy now, thank you very much,” Nicolina declared, wrinkling her nose. “The only Desmond here is the troublemaker, though.”

Amber chuckled. “Once a Desmond, always a Desmond.”

“If any of you cause any problems, you’re riding in the back,” I muttered.

Wrinkling her nose at me, Wendy shook her head and muttered, “You really are feisty today.”

Laughing, Amber replied, “It’s the truck. Whoever drives it gets a temporary boost of testosterone. It’ll wear off.” Taking in the light crowds waiting for a customs agent, she gestured to a spot in the corner. “Go wait over there while I deal with the details.”
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An hour after arriving at the border, we were able to leave. It had begun to snow, dusting my mate’s truck with white. I reclaimed the front passenger seat, grabbing Sanders’s blanket to ward away the chill. His scent made me miss him even more.

Once my father was dealt with, I wasn’t going to let my mate leave my sight, not if I could avoid it.

“I’ve been thinking,” Amber announced, starting the truck.

Leaning between the seats, Nicolina regarded Amber with a frown. “This can’t be good. When you get ideas, someone gets hurt, and that someone is usually me.”

Amber pressed her elbow to Nicolina’s forehead and shoved the other woman back. “The peanut gallery should return to her seat and buckle up.”

“Girls, behave,” ordered Wendy. “What’s on your mind, Amber?”

Driving well below the speed limit, Amber headed northbound. “We know Sara’s father is dangerous. I’m armed, Lisa is armed, and Nicolina is armed, but every time I consider it, I think everyone should be going in packing enough heat to stand up in a fire fight—plus body armor. We’re going to make a pit stop. I’m running everyone through a course or two. If we’re going in for a kill, we’re all going in prepared for it. At the very least, you’ll understand how guns work and learn gun safety, Sara.”

“This is going to suck,” Nicolina predicted. “Please tell me we’re not doing the three day special, Amber. Please. I beg of you.”

“I won’t tell you, then. Buck up, woman. You can compete with your sister to see who is the top dog of the course.”

Wailing her dismay, Nicolina pounded the back of Amber’s seat. “Cruel and unusual punishment!”

“I thought we were hiding from the Inquisition,” Lisa pointed out. “Your idea means going to an installation. Watson Lake?”

“No, Cassiar,” Amber replied. “Carrie owes me a favor. I bet I could get her to give us access and keep her mouth shut until we’ve finished our hit. It’ll be easier to convince the Canadians to keep quiet.”

“Cassiar,” Lisa murmured. “Okay. Do they even have a course worth a second look? It won’t be fun if I have to defeat my sister on a lackluster course.”

“I’m going to wipe the floor with you,” Nicolina swore.

“Girls, behave.”

“You haven’t been to Cassiar, Lisa?” Amber snickered. “You’re in for a treat. It’s almost as good as Nevada’s primary range.”

“No shit!”

“You’re not going to run pregnant women through the gauntlet are you?” At the worry in Nicolina’s voice, I twisted around to glance at her. She met my gaze and forced a smile. “It’s not fun.”

“We’re not here for fun,” I reminded her. “What’s involved, Amber?”

“Three days, shoot until you can’t any more, a few hours of sleep, rinse and repeat. Since we don’t want to risk the puppies, I’ll be nicer to you than I was to Nicole, but—”

“There’s no need to be nice to me,” I growled. “Will doing this make me useful?”

“More useful than you are now, and I can get you a carry permit at the same time. Sanders will feel better knowing you can protect yourself. Now, I’m not expecting you to come out an expert, but you’ll be so used to handling a gun you won’t feel like you’re useless—or a risk to everyone around you. If your father does get close to you, I want you to be able to take the shot.”

“I’m in.”

If killing my father was necessary to secure my future with my mate, it was a price I was willing to pay. No one else deserved to stain their hands with his blood. I hoped I would be able to learn what had happened to my mother before I pulled the trigger.
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Nicolina, Amber, and Lisa took turns driving. Twenty hours after leaving the border, we pulled into the parking lot of a shop dedicated to rocks and gemstones. Puzzled, I stared at the building before narrowing my eyes to regard Amber suspiciously. “It’s a store. It sells rocks.”

“It’s a convenient place to park while I make a phone call,” Amber stated, pulling out her new phone. She dialed a number and put it to her ear. “Cassiar outpost, please.”

The five minute wait left Amber drumming her fingers against the steering wheel. Her posture relaxed when I heard the murmur of someone speaking on the other end of the line.

“It’s Amber. I need a quiet run at the course for three days for five people. A shared suite is preferred if you have one. I’m at the shop. Red truck, Washington plates. Call me back on this number when we’re cleared. We’ll be waiting. I want this very quiet.”

She hung up without waiting for an answer.

Sighing, Nicolina reached up and poked Amber’s side. “When I suggested a resort, I did not mean a torture chamber. Resorts are fun.”

“Stop whining, Nicole. You survived just fine. Sara’s tough, as is your mother. They’ll have sore hands, some blisters, and an assortment of bumps and bruises, but they’ll be fine. You need the practice, anyway. Richard has spoiled you rotten—and you’re no different, Lisa. Use the chance to get some of your edge back. If I thought we had a week to spend, we would.” Amber sighed. “At least we’re just taking down a Fenerec. It’s not a sorcerer.”

I winced. “Agreed.”

I’d be happy if I could avoid meeting a sorcerer ever again. Kent’s delight at the idea of torturing my mate haunted me. Growling at the thought of what might have been, I clenched my hands into fists.

“Fenerec are dangerous enough, especially if he’s managed to make himself into an Alpha,” Nicolina growled. “Dominants are bad, but Alphas are so much worse.”

Wrinkling her nose, Amber unbuckled her seatbelt so she could kneel on her seat to face backwards. “I’m aware. While I realize you’re all mated to Alpha-quality Fenerec, there’s a huge difference between tame ones and the type we’ll likely have to face.”

“Richard, tame?” Nicolina laughed, and it was a bitter sound. “Give me a break, Amber. He’s tame when everything’s going just like he wants—screw with his ideal little world and things go to shit fast. I have no delusions about my mate. If Alex and Desmond weren’t with him, I wouldn’t have agreed to come on this little jaunt at all. As it is, I expect he’ll be a handful when we return home.”

Sighing, Amber shook her head. “He’s not that bad.”

“Oh, he is,” Wendy disagreed. “You weren’t around when he courted Nicolina. He’s a lot better than he used to be! After they met, he ran wild several times in a span of three or four months. On his own he was bad enough, but without fail, he managed to get my daughter involved in one way or another. Charles didn’t believe me when I told him there would be a marriage or a murder. He should have. If he had, things would have been so much easier on them.”

“Can we not talk about this,” Nicolina begged.

I joined Amber and kneeled on the seat to watch Wendy and her daughters. “Will Sanders be as problematic?” I demanded.

Making a thoughtful sound, Wendy leaned back in her seat. “In different ways. Sanders has pretty good control. Richard does as well, but when he slips, he slips bad. Sanders has been less stable lately, but with you around, he’ll settle down. You content him and his wolf.”

Amber’s phone rang, and with a wide grin, she answered, “Amber.”

Her grin slid into a sly smirk. “Excellent. We’ll be there in about thirty minutes. Please have someone ready to open it up for us.” Hanging up, she hopped around in her seat and grabbed her belt. “Buckle up, ladies. We have a date at the range, and Carrie tells me she has some new toys in stock. If you girls are on your best behavior, I’ll even let you play with them.”

[image: Image]

The Inquisition outpost was underground in stone caverns veined with jade. Lamps hanging from the ceiling cast a blue-white glow on the smooth floors. Amber parked the truck in an empty lot capable of holding hundreds of cars, and giggling like a fiend, she got out.

“It’s been way too long since I’ve gotten to do this,” she declared, her eyes bright with excitement. Grabbing the ammunition box, she headed for a pair of steel doors set into the cavern wall. “Hurry up. I want to sign us in, get our toys, and go. Leave everything in the truck, you won’t need it—and no one would be stupid enough to steal from me.”

I shrugged, unbuckled, and followed after her, leaving everything behind as instructed. While there was a desk in the room beyond, it was empty. Amber circled it, grabbed a clipboard, and went to work, writing information down. When she finished, she handed it to Wendy. “Everyone sign where I printed your names.”

When the clipboard made its way around to me, I giggled at the irreverent way Amber had simply written ‘no’ for most of the fields. “Aren’t you going to get in trouble for this?”

“I’m sure someone will make me fill them out properly at some point,” she conceded. “I’ll have a lot of paperwork to fill out if you qualify for permits, Sara—until you qualify, I’m not going to bother. We’re all registered in the Inquisitor database, so they can figure out who we are and pull our information as needed.”

I signed, hoping I wasn’t about to sell my soul to the devil. Once she reclaimed the clipboard, she went to a door, slid open a small panel, and tapped in a code. A lock clicked, and pushing open the door, Amber held it for us. It led into a long hallway lined with patterned steel panels.

“The rules are simple. Sara, you’ll do exactly what I say, how I say, and when I say. I you’re told ‘safety on,’ it means you’re to stop firing, engage the safety, and put the weapon down. Do not shoot if you do not have mufflers on unless you want to go deaf. Since you’re not licensed, you won’t shoot without an instructor present. Lisa and Nicolina are both qualified. Wendy is not.”

“I’m the chaff of the group,” Wendy admitted cheerfully.

“I’ll be starting you with a Beretta, Sara. It’s a standard-issue weapon favored by the Inquisition. It’s reliable, has good accuracy, and has enough firepower to get the job done. I’ll also be working you with a Kahr PM9; it’s accurate enough and easy to conceal.” Amber guided us to a door at the end of the hall, and after tapping in another code, she led the way into a gun vault. Hundreds upon hundreds of weapons were racked against the wall, with many of them being duplicates. Nicolina, Lisa, and Wendy each claimed a gun and several boxes of ammunition along with a headset with huge earpieces.

Amber waited for them to leave before taking four weapons from the rack; two were the same guns the others had taken, and two were substantially smaller. In turn, she checked each one over, and once satisfied, she tucked them under her arm, grabbed several ammunition boxes and two of the headsets. “Normally, you wouldn’t carry a gun like this, but the chambers are empty, as are the magazines. There’s zero chance of someone getting shot. Once we’re at the range, I’ll go over all of the gun handling and safety rules.”

“Okay.” I took the ammunition boxes from the witch and hoped I wasn’t about to bite off more than I could chew.


Chapter Thirty-Four
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I had the shooting accuracy of a blind rat stricken with palsy.

After an hour of shooting the Beretta over and over again, I had hit the paper target a grand total of twice. Both shots had struck the target dead center, both a promise of what I could do and a mockery of my efforts. A fortune of spent casings littered the floor around me along with empty ammunition boxes.

Amber cleared her throat. “Safety on.”

Disgusted at my utter inability to hit the target, I engaged the safety and set the weapon down. I was tempted to hurl the thing at the target. I’d likely have better aim throwing the gun instead of shooting it.

“I am a miserable failure at this,” I announced.

“Closing your eyes while you’re firing does have a tendency to screw up your aim,” she replied, her tone neutral. The corners of her mouth twitched, and my wolf identified the sweetness in the witch’s scent as good humor.

“Go ahead and laugh,” I grumbled, wondering how anyone could fire a gun without flinching, grimacing, or closing their eyes. “Stupid thing is noisy, it keeps trying to jump out of my hand, and I’m pretty sure those two shots were utter flukes.”

“You didn’t close your eyes,” Amber replied, grinning at me. “You kept them open, and you hit your mark. So, we beat the flinching out of you.”

“I’m sure that’s not how it works. Beating people tends to make them flinch.”

“Oh, you’ll see. Stay here, and leave the gun on the shelf,” she ordered, stepping out of the box and vanishing down the hallway linking the stalls in the range. Several minutes later, she returned with Nicolina in tow. “All I want you to do is stand there and watch my face while I shoot.”

I obeyed, wondering what the witch was doing.

When she opened fire, Amber’s eyes remained fixed in one location. Until the magazine was emptied, she didn’t even blink. I flinched each time she pulled the trigger, the sound enough to set my ears ringing despite the muffling headset.

Once Amber stepped back, Nicolina tapped my shoulder. I turned to face her. She stared at me, extended her arm, and opened fire at the target.

I twisted to stare at the target.

She drew a smiley face on the paper, glancing out of the corner of her eye to pick her target and aim.

“What the hell,” I blurted, pointing at the target. “That’s not even fair.”

Setting her gun down on the shelf next to mine, Amber picked up one of the ammunition boxes and went to work refilling magazines. “Being afraid of the sound of gunfire is actually normal. So, there’s a simple solution. You’re currently conditioned to flinch at the noise. We will remove that conditioning.”

I had no idea what she meant, but I had a really bad feeling about it. “What do you mean?”

“We’re going to stand next to you and fire until you’re so conditioned by the noise of them you stop flinching. I will fire. Each time you flinch, Nicolina is going to give you a zap. If you do not flinch, you will not get zapped. Don’t zap her too hard, and be careful of her puppy. Just give her enough of a jolt she knows she’s screwed up.”

I backed away, my eyes widening. “That’s cruel and unusual punishment,” I stammered.

“You’ll survive,” Amber promised me. “Up front and center, Mrs. Sanders. I saw two glorious hits from you. I know there’s a markswoman hidden in that body of yours somewhere, and I’ll beat the skill into you if I must.”
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After three hours of being zapped, I was twitching involuntarily, Nicolina was verging on collapse, and I was no closer to overcoming my habit of flinching away from gunfire. Amber glared at me. “This is obviously not working.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

“Maybe if you get used to firing without hearing the sound, you won’t flinch,” Amber mumbled, narrowing her eyes. “Nicolina, I don’t suppose you can temporarily deafen her, can you?”

“I probably could deafen her, but I don’t know if it’d be temporary, so let’s not.”

“Shit. Let me see if I can find ear plugs to go with the muffler and lessen the sound.”

Amber stalked off, spitting curses as she went.

“Amber dislikes failure, especially when she’s the instructor.” Taking up her gun, Nicolina loaded in a magazine and shoved the weapon into my hand. “This is not how you should ever fire a gun, but we’re going to try it. You’re flinching when it’s in front of you, so we’re going to see if you can fire on the side like I did with those trick shots.”

I inhaled, held my breath, and counted to twenty before letting it out in a slow, even exhale. “Okay.”

Nicolina replaced the target with a fresh sheet. Adjusting my stance, she extended my arm to the side. “Look at the sheet, pick your target, aim, and then look at me. Try to keep your hand and arm steady. Fire, but be prepared for the recoil; it’ll be a lot stronger since you aren’t in a stable stance. All I want you to do is look at me. Don’t blink. I don’t care if you hit the target or not.”

While I still flinched at the sound of the gunfire, I was able to keep my eyes open. Nodding her approval, Nicolina gestured for me to keep firing.

I blinked once.

“Exchange magazines and try again.”

Four magazines later, I managed to unload the gun into the target without blinking.

Amber returned carrying a set of earplugs. “Okay, once you put these in, you probably won’t be able to hear a thing we’re saying.”

“It’s audio and visual,” Nicolina reported. “Trying her on side shots got her to stop blinking, but she still flinched.”

“Side shots?” Amber frowned at the target. “Did you hit the paper or did she?”

“All her. Luck, but hey, they’re on the paper.”

“Okay, Sara. Put the plugs in, put your mufflers on top of them, and try shooting with a proper stance. When you’ve emptied a magazine, take the plugs out so we can talk.”

Sighing, I obeyed, flexing my aching hands before exchanging the spent magazine for a fresh one. When I finally hit the target halfway through the magazine, I stared at the lonely hole.

Amber lifted the mufflers off my head. “It’s customary to finish your magazine before you admire your work, Sara.”

Pulling out the ear plugs, I blurted, “I hit it!”

“Now do that again without the ear plugs. The gun isn’t going to bite you. You know what to do to keep from shooting yourself. When you hold that gun, you’re the predator. You said you wanted to take the shot at your father for what he’s done to Sanders and your mother. Prove it. If you can’t hit the target, there’s no way you’ll be going in with a live weapon,” Amber said, bringing in the target to replace it. “Before we’re done, if you can’t hit the target with every round in the magazine, I’m not qualifying you.”
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My hands throbbed, my entire body ached, and I craved sleep, but Amber’s threat kept me awake. Waiting until the others fell asleep, I broke every single rule I’d agreed to and returned to the range by myself. Amber’s first mistake had been giving the codes for the armory and range to Nicolina, Lisa, and Wendy in front of me.

Her second had been underestimating my determination to deal with my own problems. If I needed to qualify to put an end to my father’s threat to my mate, I’d qualify, one way or another.

If I couldn’t aim because I flinched, I’d keep shooting until I stopped. When the time came, I’d look my father directly in the eyes and pull the trigger.

Instead of the Beretta, I took out the smaller gun, which felt like a toy in my hand. I checked the weapon as Amber had taught me, put on my mufflers, lifted the weapon, and took aim. Narrowing my eyes, I considered the human-shaped outline and the smaller sections within. The heart and the head were the kill zones.

By trying to kill my mate, my father had betrayed me. I could easily believe he had betrayed my mother, killing her in his greed. While only he knew the truth of her fate, the thought of allowing him to face torture at the hands of the Inquisition sickened me.

I remembered Joseph after his release, and they had intended to keep him alive for Sanders’s sake. What would they do to my father?

I hated him for what he had done, but without him, I wouldn’t be alive.

The last gift I would give him would be a bullet to his head as payment for the life he had taken and the lives he had ruined. A bullet to his head was the only way I could show him any mercy. Part of me wanted him to suffer for decades for his crimes.

I held my stance a long time, staring at the blank target. Would I even recognize my father after so many years? Had his transformation into a Fenerec changed him? Wendy didn’t look much older than her daughters. Desmond didn’t look a day over thirty. Even my mate, who I knew was far older than I was, looked in his mid-twenties.

While my father’s face eluded me, I shivered at the memory of his voice, always cold and aloof.

The little gun packed a big punch when I fired it. Startled by the strength of the recoil, I gawked at the weapon, my respect for it increasing. Gritting my teeth, I reset my stance, narrowed my eyes, and fired.

When I emptied the magazine without striking the paper once, I growled.

If I couldn’t hit my prey, I would lose the hunt.

If I couldn’t shoot a piece of paper, there was no way I would be able to take my father’s life. Instead, I would burden Amber or one of the others with the weight of his death. My wolf’s resentment at the thought of allowing anyone else to deal with him burned me from the inside.

I kept shooting until my hands shook so much I couldn’t hold the gun any longer. After cleaning up the mess and leaving the range as I had found it, I returned to the suite, careful not to wake the others.

Sleep eluded me.
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I made exactly zero progress over the next two days, and Amber seethed at my constant failure. Throwing up her hands in frustration, she stormed off, leaving me with several full ammunition boxes and the Beretta. I sighed, reloaded all of the magazines, and once again ignoring the rules, I kept shooting despite being unsupervised.

I didn’t even bother aiming for the first two magazines, pulling the trigger as fast as I could in my fury at my incompetence. I considered throwing the gun, but instead, I engaged the safety, stepped out of the stall, and hunted down Lisa, who was firing on the other end of the range.

“No luck?” she asked, her expression sympathetic.

“I couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn at point-blank range,” I snarled. “Amber’s given up; she probably went to watch Nicolina and Wendy play on that stupid obstacle course.”

“Which you can’t even try unless you qualify,” Lisa reminded me, wrinkling her nose. “I’ve never seen someone as stubborn about flinching as you.”

“I want to try something big. In automatic. I want to spray the fucking range with bullets. Fuck the targets.” I flexed my hands, and my wolf’s frustration merged with mine until I growled with each breath.

“Angry woman with a fully automatic. I like it. Come on, I think I have just the thing. Just don’t tell Amber, or she’ll hang me out to dry.”

“Maybe if she hadn’t stormed off, she’d be around to notice.”

Lisa took me to the armory and pulled down a pistol. “This is the Glock 18. It’s fully automatic. The magazine holds thirty-three bullets. When you pull that trigger, you’ll empty that magazine in a little under two seconds. Since we’ve come to the conclusion you’re shit with a gun, we’ll play. Instead of trying to hit the target, you’ll be reloading as fast as you can, resetting your stance, and unloading the magazine. You’ll want to be careful with this gun, Sara. If you think the recoil on the Beretta is bad, this baby will crack you in the forehead if you don’t control its lift.”

I took the gun. “Okay.”

Under Lisa’s supervision, I checked over the Glock, and she taught me how the gun worked. Crossing her arms, she set the target to the farthest distance and gave me the nod to go ahead.

While I hadn’t thought the Beretta was very heavy, the Glock was feather-light; true to Lisa’s warning, it bucked in my hand, requiring me to focus my attention on keeping the weapon level. I giggled at how fast the magazine emptied.

“Fun, isn’t it? Now, swap the magazine for a fresh one. Practice it a few times until you get a feel for it. I want you to empty the magazine, dump it, load in a fresh one, and dump that one out as well. If you can hit the target, go for it.”

I set the Glock down, cracked my knuckles, and set two fresh magazines on the ledge. With her help, I learned how to swap them out, practicing until she was satisfied with my speed. When she gave me the go-ahead, I lifted the gun and took out all of my pent up frustration on the piece of paper. After so many magazine changes with the Beretta, my hands moved without me thinking about it, and I resumed firing.

Turning the safety on, I set the weapon down on the sill, slumping to drop my arms over the barrier. I tossed the muffler over my shoulder. “I’m such a failure,” I complained.

Lisa patted my shoulder, and I heard her bring the target in. She set the paper on my back. She poked me, and I heard her mumbling something under her breath. Finally, she patted my shoulder. “Okay, girl. Get up and do it again. This time, I want you to fire three magazines in a row.”

Groaning, I straightened. Lisa shoved the mufflers back into place over my ears. Grabbing the Glock, I loaded in a fresh magazine while she set up a new target.

The primitive joy of destruction surged through me when I fired the automatic, and I was so focused on holding the gun steady and swapping magazines as quickly as possible, I didn’t realize I had hit the target until Lisa brought the sheet back to the stall.

She giggled, tacked it to the wall, and started counting. When she finished, she pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed a number, sending a new target out while the phone rang. “Hey, Amber. Bring the others. You need to come see this.”

“What does she need to see?” I grumbled.

Snorting, Lisa pointed at the target. “I want to watch them when you snarl like a crazy lunatic while you play with that toy.”

Amber made her appearance with Nicolina following close behind, took one look at the Glock in my hand, and crossed her arms over her chest. “What the hell are you doing?”

Snatching the target off the wall, Lisa held it out in front of Amber.

“Taunting her with your shooting?” the witch asked, her tone so mild I suspected she was seething.

“Four magazines, Sara.”

I adjusted my mufflers, and eager to vent more steam, I loaded the Glock and opened fire. As soon as I finished, Lisa brought the target in, tacked it to the wall, and said, “Count them, Amber.”

With an arched brow, Amber regarded the shredded paper. “It’s a little difficult to count holes in a piece of confetti, Lisa.”

“The Beretta, Sara,” Lisa ordered while sending out a fresh target.

Puzzled, I switched guns, refilling a magazine so I could take a round with the semi-automatic.

I missed the target completely. Wailing my dismay, I once again slumped over the sill. “It’s not fair.”

Snickering, Lisa patted my shoulder. “Try the Glock again.”

Sighing, I obeyed, unloading an entire magazine. When Lisa brought the target back and asked Amber to count, the witch obeyed.

“Thirty-three,” Amber reported, her eyes wide. “Are you seriously telling me she qualifies on a bloody Glock 18 but can’t handle a fucking Beretta? How is that even possible?”

“Nicolina, go grab some assault rifles—ones with some big kick to them. Let’s put a theory to the test,” Lisa said, grinning at me. “Maybe the Beretta is just too soft in her hands. Perhaps the harder kick forces her to focus.”

“That does not explain how she hit the target every time,” Amber muttered.

“I like the Glock.”

“Of course you like the Glock, Sara. It’s a badass gun. It’s so badass you have to have a special license to own one,” Amber replied, sighing. “How the hell did you qualify on the bloody Glock and not a Beretta? Do you know how much paperwork is involved with authorizing someone for a Glock 18? Why can’t you do things normally?”

Throwing up her hands, Amber yowled a wordless complaint and stalked after Nicolina, leaving Lisa howling with laughter.
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My lack of sleep and constant state of frustration conspired against me. The last thing I remembered was checking over the Glock so I could put it away. A moment later, I was tucked in bed, and a sighing Amber was waving something putrid under my nose.

I meant to bat her hand away, but in my exhaustion, all I managed was a feeble twitch of my arm and a zombie-like groan. “Stop that,” I protested.

“Rise and shine,” Amber murmured, relaxing. Smiling at me, she pressed the back of her hand against my forehead. “You decided it was nap time on the range before you could fire all of the cool toys. You can thank Lisa later. She caught you before you cracked your head open on the floor.”

I coerced my body into rolling over. While I wanted to throw the blanket over my head, I decided it was too much effort. “Ugh.”

“We’re hitting the road in two hours. I thought you’d like a chance to take a bath and soak and get something to eat. You’ve been out for about six hours. You needed the rest. I have some paperwork for you to sign before we leave.”

“You’re supposed to be a witch, not a bitch,” I complained. It took far too much effort to free myself from the blanket. The thought of trying to sit up made me ache, but Amber had no mercy and grabbed hold of my elbow to haul me upright.

“If you’re hoping for an apology, you’re not getting one. You will, however, be getting a toy of your very own, a set of special magazines for it, and an ammunition box.”

“You’re actually giving me a gun? Are you crazy?”

“You qualified on the Glock 18, so that’s what you’re getting. Instead of the thirty-three round magazines, you’ll be running with twelve rounds. A few Inquisitors like that Glock when they need a lot of firepower, but the large, standard magazine makes them a bitch to conceal. So, you’ll be getting a few of the custom magazines we’ve had made for them. Fortunately, they had a pair of them in the armory, so I stole them.”

“You’re crazy. What if I qualified by a fluke?”

“Sara, you dumped at least seven magazines into those targets and hit your mark every time. That’s not a fluke. You didn’t flinch, you didn’t close your eyes, and you hit your target. Of course, once this is over, you’re going to go through an extensive amount of gun handling lessons until you can work with something other than a bloody Glock 18. Your gun is an insurance policy. In the ideal scenario, you won’t even remove it from its holster.”

“Wonderful.”

“Let me make one thing clear: the only purpose that gun has is to kill people. Maybe it’s fun to destroy targets with it, but it’s not a toy. I really should skin Lisa alive for letting you play with it. When you take it to the range, each and every time you load in a magazine, think long and hard about why that weapon exists—and if you’re serious about using it on someone. You tell me. Are you qualified to pull the trigger and take someone’s life?”

“There’s no difference between ripping out someone’s throat with my teeth, breaking their neck with my feet, or killing them with a bullet,” I whispered. “Dead is dead. All the gun does is make it so I don’t have to wring my father’s neck with my hands. There’s no difference. One way or another, he dies for what he’s done.”

Sanders was mine, and I’d destroy my father for trying to destroy us.

“That’s why I qualified you. When there’s a will, there’s a way. At least this way I can go to sleep knowing you will treat that gun like the lethal weapon it is.”
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I dozed the entire way from Cassiar to Anchorage. While I had a vague memory of Amber attempting to prod me awake for the border crossing, I couldn’t remember actually reentering the United States. My most coherent moments involved food, and my wolf was more than pleased to handle the work of eating while I observed as a passenger in my own body.

Amber pulled the truck into a snow-strewn parking lot beside a private airfield an hour outside of the city. “Okay. This airfield is owned by the Inquisition. If we want a quiet place to take someone out, this is it. It’s your turn, Sara. Get the bastard here so we can deal with him.”

Stifling a yawn, I pulled out my phone and handed it to Amber. “You dial. I’ll talk.”

She stared at me with her mouth hanging open.

“Sara is technologically incompetent,” Wendy explained.

“I am merely saving time by not having to figure out how to dial.”

Shaking her head, Amber dialed my father’s number, pressed the green icon to connect the call, and handed the phone back to me.

“What is it?” my father answered in a growl.

“I need to talk to you,” I replied, and my voice wavered as I fought the urge to yawn.

“Sara.” The way he breathed my name sent shivers running through me. “Where are you?”

Maybe some girls were good at manipulating their fathers, but mine only responded to one thing: tears. It wasn’t hard to sound weepy when I wanted to go back to sleep. “I think I’m in Alaska. It’s cold,” I whined, as I proceeded to describe the airfield and my vague recollections of the nearby city, hoping I gave him enough details to piece together my location.

“How did you get there?” he demanded.

“I dunno,” I mumbled. “I was asleep.”

“You were asleep.”

“They took me to Canada, and then I feel asleep, and when I woke up, I was in Alaska. Anchorage, I think,” I blurted in a rush. “They left me here. I… I found this phone in one of the parked trucks. It looks like some abandoned airfield or something.”

Amber covered her mouth with her hands so she wouldn’t laugh. Glaring at her, I made a slicing gesture across my throat and pointed at her.

“I’m coming.” He hung up.

I regarded the phone with a wrinkled nose, confirmed he had hung up, and shrugged. “Well, that was easier than I thought it would be.”

Laughing, Wendy reached up and patted my shoulder. “Just as I expected. Male Fenerec, daughter in distress. They immediately stop thinking about anything other than solving the problem right that instant. You should see Charles when one of our puppies gets herself into trouble.”

“He’s just as bad when Richard gets himself into trouble,” Nicolina complained. “He likes our mates more than he likes us.”

“Nonsense, dear. He loves all four of you. He simply has a skewed sense of humor and adores fighting with you girls almost as much as he enjoys baiting your mates.” Wendy grinned. “You have a really good weepy voice, Sara. You kicked on every single one of my protective instincts even though I knew you were playing him.”

“You woke me up. Am I supposed to sound happy?” I grabbed my mate’s blanket, wrapped up in it, and breathed in his scent.

Amber pulled out her phone and made a thoughtful noise. “Let’s get to business, ladies. If Sanders and the others lured him to Seattle, he could be here in less than four hours. If he’s in New York, it’ll take him ten hours unless he charters a flight—and even then, he won’t shave off much time. Call it eight including a refueling stop unless he has a long-distance jet. I wouldn’t put it past him—still, he won’t get here faster than the non-stop Seattle to Anchorage flights. So, let’s plan on three hours.”

“What’s our plan?” Nicolina asked.

“First, let’s get a look around the airfield and pick a good spot. Who knows if he’ll head to the main airport or try his luck coming straight here. Either way, we need to hide Sanders’s truck. Washington plates would reveal our trap. Nicolina, you get to disable the security systems for the hangar. Try to blow it in a way that’s easily fixed, please—don’t make us liable for a fortune in repair costs.”

“On it,” she said, and grinning like a maniac, she opened the door and slid out of the back, heading for the nearest building.

“Lisa, you find the best ambush points. Treat him like the dangerous criminal he is. If Sara doesn’t beat you to him, take him down.”

“Excellent.”

“What about me?” Wendy demanded.

“Look pretty.”

“Amber.”

“Relax, Wendy. You’ll be sticking with Sara. You two can compete to see who gets the highest number of bullets lodged in his skull. Nicolina, Lisa, and I will have the silver bullets, so you two will have to do more damage than he can recover from. Come on, Sara. Get untangled from your blanket, and let’s do a walk around. You can help me find a place to hide the truck.”


Chapter Thirty-Five
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In all of our scheming, none of us had even considered the possibility my father would capture Sanders—or that Richard would willingly fly a plane for our enemy. With inhuman strength, my father hauled my unconscious mate out of the single prop and dumped him onto the tarmac with a grunt.

Richard’s expression was neutral, and his eyes were dull and glazed.

The stench of Nicolina’s rage hung think in the air. “Wolfsbane,” she hissed in my ear.

“Keep your Glock hidden under your coat, Sara,” Amber whispered. “Wendy, stay with me—and Nicolina, hold your temper. If Richard’s under his control, things could get ugly really, really fast, especially if you lose your shit now.”

“I know,” Richard’s mate replied, and she drew a deep breath. “Sara, if your father told Richard to obey only him, the only way to free Richard of that command is to kill your father—and give the same order to Richard once he’s dead. He’s so damned weak to wolfsbane it’s ridiculous.”

“Be careful,” Wendy said, pulling out her brand-new Beretta. “Richard’s pretty docile under wolfsbane, but if he’s agitated, he could run wild—if he does, he’ll burn it off a lot faster, but he might take all of us out with him when he goes.”

Despite the strength of Nicolina’s anger, I could smell fear, and a lot of it.

Lifting my chin, I nodded and eased out of the hangar we had chosen as our base of operations. “Father?” I asked, and my fear and worry for my mate came out in my voice.

He jerked, spinning to face me. “Sara.”

“Why do you have my mate? Sanders…what’s wrong with him? What’s wrong with my mate?” I wrung my hands together and shivered as the frigid chill of the Alaskan wind cut through my jacket.

“They took you from me, so I decided to take from them. They’re presents for you, baby girl. Both of them. Aren’t they pretty?”

There was a gleam in my father’s eyes, and when I took a startled breath, I could smell a bitter, sour scent in the air. My wolf recoiled, recognizing it as sickness. I swallowed, and at my wolf’s begged plea, I considered both men.

“I like them,” I murmured, taking a hesitant step forward. “Mine?”

“All yours,” he crooned. “Daddy’s missed his baby girl. So much like your mother. You grew up so pretty—and such a lovely wolf. Come here.”

With my gaze locked on my mate, I hesitantly stepped forward. Sanders wasn’t moving, and I whined as I drew closer.

My father’s smile widened. “Come. That’s a good girl. See? He’s alive. I had to drug him to keep him calm so I wouldn’t have to hurt him. Take a look at your other male. He seemed like a good choice for you. He’ll serve as a good companion for your mate—and for you.”

While Richard stared at me, his eyes remained dull and devoid of emotion and life.

“What’s his name?” I asked, my voice trembling as I met Richard’s gaze, searching for the clever, interesting man I liked. It was as if all of his vibrancy had been snuffed out, leaving him nothing more than a puppet.

“His name is Richard,” my father replied. “Go ahead. Look him over. If there’s anything wrong with him, I’ll get rid of him and find a better male to keep you and your mate company.”

I shifted my gaze to my mate. “He’ll get cold. I don’t want him to get cold, Daddy.”

It sickened me to call my father something so pleasant when I wanted nothing more than to wrap my hands around his throat. With Richard so close, I didn’t dare.

If Richard had been ordered to protect my father, he’d rip me apart. Richard was faster than me—and far, far more experienced. I approached Richard, shivering from more than the cold. Breathing in deep, I was relieved that none of my father’s sickness marred Richard’s scent—yet.

Without the force of his personality driving him, Richard seemed so much smaller than I remembered; I was taller than him, something I hadn’t really noticed before.

“Your mate won’t be too cold. He’s tough. I’ll bring him inside soon,” my father soothed. “Go on. Touch Richard. Use him as you want. Look him over. Does he please you? Richard, she’s yours to share with her mate, so make certain you keep her warm and happy. Make her feel good and content.”

Richard moved with lithe grace, slipping his hands around my waist. With a gentle touch, he worked his way under my coat, pulling me close to him. His breath warmed my neck. I trembled, and while my wolf was repulsed at another male touching me, I restrained her.

If my father thought I didn’t want Richard, I didn’t know what he’d do. While reluctant, my wolf agreed with my reasoning despite her urge to drive Richard away with our teeth and snarls.

Richard slid his hands along my sides, shoving my shirt up beneath my coat. Pressing his lips to my throat, he scraped me with his teeth, voicing a growl. One of his arms circled around me, holding me close to him.

His other hand crept ever upwards, teasing my skin with gentle brushes of his fingertips. When he found my holster, his growls intensified.

He bit me so hard my entire body went limp. He held me close to him, kneeling without letting me go. While his one hand remained under my shirt, he slipped the other away, and his bite made my every nerve more sensitive. I gasped at the way his fingers skimmed over my skin.

My father watched, and while I couldn’t see him, I could smell his satisfaction and pleasure.

“That’s right, Richard. Play with her. Make her yours. You want her, don’t you?”

Richard nipped me again, drawing a strangled cry out of me. “Mine,” he growled, his chest rumbling.

“You like that, don’t you, Sara? You like having males around to please you. That's why you ran away, isn't it? I denied you what you really wanted. You knew it’d be easy to find males willing to worship you in Vegas. I won't make that mistake again. Whoever you want pleasing you, you will have. These two are only the beginning.”

The only male I wanted pleasing me was Sanders. However, I wasn’t immune to the way Richard bit me. Pleasant shivers ran through me, warm and soothing rather than arousing, although my wolf feared if he kept teasing me with his mouth, I’d cross that line soon enough.

“That’s right, Richard. Enjoy her and make her happy.”

The only thing that would make me happy would be grabbing my gun and shooting my father in the face. I couldn’t even snarl my fury. Each time I took a breath to make a sound, Richard nibbled on me, coaxing another gasp out of me.

His seeking hand once again found my holster. Working his mouth to mine, he teased me with a kiss.

“Good,” my father murmured. “Please her.”

Richard broke our kiss, forcing my head to the side so he could nip the other side of my throat.

My mouth ended up near Richard’s ear. Drawing a shaky breath, I whispered, “Kill him. It’ll please me.”

Once again, his mouth sought mine, applying a faint pressure to my lips.

The blast of gunfire deafened me.
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Richard kept a vice-like grip on me; the vibrating rumbles of his chest against mine warned me he was growling with his every breath. The scent of blood filled my nose, so strong my wolf’s hunger roused. I pulled away from Richard, and he sank his teeth into my neck in retaliation, biting down hard. Agony washed through me, and I slumped against him. Tears blurred my vision.

I tried to speak, but I couldn’t hear myself through the ringing in my ears and head. Pain lanced through my head in tempo with my heartbeat.

Pulling his hand out from under my shirt, Richard eased me against Sanders. His mouth was moving, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. It hurt to move, but I pointed at my ear and shook my head. He took hold of my chin, turning my head. With a gentle touch, he brushed his fingers against my throat near my ear.

My blood stained his skin red.

Reaching down, Richard touched my mate’s neck. His expression turned neutral. Wrinkling his nose, he gestured to me, pointed to his nose, and mimed drawing a deep breath. Puzzled, I stared at him, and although my hand shook, I touched my nose. Realization struck me, and I pinched my nose closed, drew a deep breath, and popped my ears.

It hurt even more than one of Richard’s bites, and I spat curses. Startled by the fact I could hear them, I blinked. “Ouch.”

“Can you hear me now?” There was something wrong with Richard’s voice, as though I was submerged underwater trying to listen to someone above the surface.

“Sort of.”

“Where the hell did you get one of these? What are you doing out here? How did you get here?” he demanded, shoving the Glock 18 in my face.

I whined, and in my desperation to put some distance between us, I crawled over my mate and crouched on the other side of him. I grabbed hold of Sanders’s shirt and tugged on it. “What’s wrong with him?”

I knew my father’s body was somewhere nearby, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away from either Richard or my mate. Knowing my father was dead was enough.

The scent of death clung to me, so strong it sickened me and my wolf.

Richard’s expression softened. “Drugged. He’ll be all right, though it’ll probably be a few hours before he comes around—and when he does, he’ll probably be violent. That’s the least of our worries right now. Mr. Watson has friends, and they’ll be joining us soon enough.”

I grimaced. “I have friends, too. Also, the only one you’re allowed to take orders from is me, Mr. Murphy. Understood?”

Richard’s eyes widened. “Yes.”

“Give me back my fucking gun,” I snarled.

Grimacing, he obeyed. I unzipped my coat, pulled out the fresh magazine, and swapped them. I staggered to my feet, and the world spun in lazy circles around me. Richard grabbed me before I could fall.

“Ruptured eardrums come with vertigo and a terrible sense of balance, Mrs. Sanders,” he informed me, forcing me back to the tarmac beside my mate. “Stay there.”

“Richard Murphy,” Nicolina snarled, stomping out of the hangar.

Sucking in a breath, Richard twisted around to face his mate. He paled several shades. “Nicolina.”

Wendy and Lisa followed after Richard’s mate, both of them looking rather amused. Wendy joined me, touching my mate’s neck. Through the blood and other scents, I could smell her relief. “Let’s get him to the truck and warm him up.”

“I’ll carry him,” Richard said, and with a grunt, he hauled my mate over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. “Sorry. I’ll explain everything.”

“You better—and you can start with why the hell you’re drugged with wolfsbane.”

Richard grimaced. “Where’s your truck?”

Wendy helped me to my feet and draped my arm over her shoulders so I wouldn’t fall. “The truck’s in the far hangar. Did I hear you say we’ll be having company?”

“You did—they’re due about an hour after us.”

“Who?” Nicolina stalked to her mate, circling him with the intensity of one of Dustin’s sharks.

“Arnold, several other members of Sanders’s pack, and the start of a pack Watson was building—though by now, they know he’s dead. If those mutts aren’t running wild by the time they touch down, I’ll be surprised.” Richard sighed. “I don’t know how many of them there are. He woke me up so I could fly his fucking plane for him.”

Lisa led the way to my mate’s truck and threw open the back door so Richard could wrangle Sanders onto the seat. I hopped in, helping to stretch my mate out across the back and pillowed his head on my lap. I ran my fingers through his hair, resting my fingers against his lips so I could feel his breath on my skin.

“This looks a lot like Sanders’s truck,” Richard said, his expression as puzzled as his tone.

Wendy laughed. “That’s because it is his truck.”

“You took his truck.”

“Took his lady, took his truck, and even stole his blanket,” Wendy reported. “Get in, Richard.”

He scowled at his mother-in-law and didn’t budge. Instead, he whirled, snatched his mate by her wrist, and yanked her to him, burying his nose against her neck. Nicolina squeaked, and then she smiled as she wrapped her arms around him.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured.

“How did you get caught?”

Richard sighed. “He surprised us—used a gas bomb loaded with sedatives and powdered wolfsbane. If he’d been smart, he would’ve taken the others as well, but as far as I know, he only grabbed me and Sanders.”

Sighing, Nicolina rested her head on her mate’s shoulder. “Where did he get you?”

“Your father’s house. They were waiting for us. I don’t know if they had been notified we were coming back or if they made a lucky guess.”

“How long ago?”

“Two or three days ago? Have no idea how long I was out for. Ugh. Everyone’s worried sick about you five, I hope you know. Alex was resigned, the last I saw him. I had to peel Desmond off the ceiling several times, and Sanders had been driving all of us insane. In a way, it’s a mercy he’s drugged. Wendy, please call your mate before he kills someone—if he hasn’t already.”

“If they were behind you by an hour, we have less than thirty minutes to get out of here before they arrive,” Amber stated, climbing into the driver’s seat. “If you don’t know how many of them there’ll be, we can’t risk a firefight with them—especially not if some of them are likely wild.”

“Their plane maxes out at nineteen in standard configuration. It’s a Metroliner turboprop.”

“Those are not odds I’m comfortable with,” Amber replied.

Shaking his head, Richard let go of his mate, giving her a shove in the direction of the truck.

Nicolina scrambled inside, but instead of worming her way under my mate’s feet, she sat on the floorboard. “If they’re wild, we’re too close to the city to let them go. They need to be dealt with. As long as we have Sanders and Arnold is still in the pack, they’ll be able to find him. We have thirty minutes. Let’s make the most of them.”

“Is there any way we can shoot down their plane?” Lisa asked.

There was a long silence, and Richard frowned, the dull, glazed look returning to his eyes. “Maybe. It’s got a lot of electronics, and if those systems fail, it’s entirely possible they’ll crash on the way down. I don’t know if you’re up for the challenge, Nicolina, but if you can fry their systems, you might be able to bring it down. Otherwise, we can unload as many rounds into it as we can after it touches down and hope we get lucky.”

“I doubt I can fry the plane,” the wizard admitted, shaking her head. “I could ice the runway for you, but hitting a moving target going that fast with lightning without practicing? I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

“Icing the runway would be a damned good way to cause them some problems on landing,” Richard said. “How much ice and how slick can you make it?”

“How thick do you want it?”

“Let me think,” Richard replied, and with a low groan, he climbed into the truck, shifting my mate’s feet so he could sit. “You have no idea how sore and tired I am.”

“You look like hell,” Nicolina reported. “Are you okay?”

“I’m pretty sure I’m high on wolfsbane; I have no idea how the hell I flew that plane without crashing it. When Sanders finds out I kissed his mate, he’s going to kill me. Hell, why haven’t you killed me? You should—both of you. I’m so sorry, Sara. I should not have done that.”

“I do not hold anyone drugged with wolfsbane and given disgusting orders accountable for his actions,” was Nicolina’s neutral reply. “I could smell Sara’s fury from the hangar, so I’m satisfied she was not encroaching on my territory.”

“Your territory is so not my type,” I replied with a shudder. “He’s got a nice mouth, though. You better put a leash on him. You’re forgiven this time, Richard.”

Both of them flushed a brilliant red.

“Behave, all of you. Seeing as we’re the cavalry and infantry, we need a plan, a good one, and we need it fast,” Amber declared, twisting around in the seat to face me. “Also, we’ll be talking about the fact you let Richard steal your gun while he was making out with you.”

It was my turn to blush. “I ordered him to kill my father to please me,” I blurted.

Amber blinked. “Seriously?”

Richard leaned forward, resting his forehead against the back of the driver’s seat. “She did. Because she did, I was able to do it, too. Sara’s a deviously clever woman. Why the hell does she have a fully automatic? I pulled the trigger and was not expecting to empty the entire magazine.”

“You’ve seen them before, Richard—I thought you would have recognized it.”

“I was a bit distracted,” he confessed, his face reddening to a brighter shade. “I’m actually impressed I hit him, though it was pretty much point-blank range.”

Amber laughed. “It’s the only gun she qualified with. She can’t hit the broad side of a barn at point-blank range with a Beretta, but she can speed swap four magazines with unerring accuracy with the Glock. If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t believe it. She flinches and closes her eyes like the Beretta is going to rip her legs off and feed them to her. With the Glock? She’s all business.”

“Wait. If all of you are armed, and with Amber here I bet you are, why didn’t you just shoot him yourself?” Richard demanded.

“We were going to, but he was too close to you and Sara, and with you drugged with wolfsbane, I was worried you’d turn on her,” Nicolina admitted, staring at the floor. “We were waiting for a good shot.”

“Why the hell were you pawing up my shirt anyway?” I demanded.

“I knew you had been with Amber, and where Amber goes, guns follow. I figured she was going to corrupt you like she corrupted my Nicolina, and if she had, there was a good chance you had a concealed weapon on you somewhere.”

“If I had known Nicolina had come pre-corrupted, I wouldn’t have corrupted her further,” Amber stated before bursting into giggles. “You have me there. We almost made it to Alaska before I caved and decided I had to arm Sara and make sure Wendy got some time in at the range.”

“Don’t tease him too much about it, Sara,” Nicolina said. “He’ll wallow in guilt for weeks over this, I’m certain. He’s completely hopeless when it comes to wolfsbane. Hell, we have the pack trained to give him orders not to obey anyone except Frank, Alex, or some other responsible adult whenever he’s drugged with it. To make matters worse, it could be a week or more until it wears off.”

“That long?” I narrowed my eyes at Richard, smiling as I considered what I could do with him for the next week. “Interesting.”

Richard’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh, Richard. I’m pretty sure that while you’re Nicolina’s mate, you currently belong to me, and you must do as I say.”

“No, please,” he whispered.

“We’re down to maybe twenty minutes, folks,” Amber warned. “How long to ice the runway, Nicolina?”

“With this much snow around? Five minutes—less if we can find a water truck and hose.”

“Five minutes will work. Richard, go move the plane so they think the runway is clear.”

Richard sighed, opened the door, and slid out, careful to rest my mate’s feet back on the seat. “On it.”

“What do you want me to do?” I demanded.

“Cuddle your mate and keep him company. I’m going to scout around and see if there’s anything we can use to blow them sky high.”

“Jet fuel’s flammable, isn’t it?” I asked.

Nicolina and Amber stared at me.

“It is,” Nicolina replied. “Very much so.”

“How much is left in the plane Richard flew?”

Amber opened the door and yelled, “Hey, Richard! Check the fuel levels in your bird, and tell me how much is left when you finish parking it.”

He lifted his hand in acknowledgment.

“A real job, Amber. I want one.”

“For now, keeping your mate warm and comfortable is a real job. I’ll think of something, even if it’s unloading your magazines into the plane when it touches down—or into anyone still moving once they’ve landed. I’m regretting I didn’t bring any of the full-sized magazines to give you more ammunition.”

I frowned, staring at my sleeping mate. “What if he wakes up?”

“I suggest you figure out how to control him and quick. While turning him loose against the traitors would be ideal, I’d rather not end up as his dinner.”
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 In a way, I was relieved when everyone left me to prepare for the arrival of the second plane. While my mate slumbered, being able to touch him and reassure myself he still breathed helped. My awareness of my father’s death haunted me.

Manipulating Richard into murdering him left a bitter taste in my mouth. In my cowardice, I hadn’t even looked at my father’s body. Biting my lip, I leaned over Sanders and breathed in his scent, closing my eyes to steady myself.

The tentative touch to my cheek startled me so much I launched myself towards the front of the truck, dislodging my mate from my lap in my haste to escape. He yelped and hit the floor. I made it halfway up before I got stuck between the seats, one of my feet trapped beneath Sanders with my knee twisted at a tear-inducing angle.

“Sara,” my mate breathed, and grabbing hold of my waist, he pulled me back. I went limp, torn between whining from embarrassment and laughing my relief.

“You’re supposed to be asleep for hours,” I complained, swallowing until the feeling of something lodged in my throat eased. “You startled me.”

“I thought I was dreaming,” he murmured, and lacking his usual finesse, he climbed back onto the seat and settled me on his lap. “Where have you been, you devilish little bitch?”

“I’m armed and dangerous,” I warned him, and before he could reply, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my lips to his.

I liked Sanders’s kisses far more than Richard’s, even if Yellowknife’s Alpha had a nice mouth.

“That’s a nice way to be greeted,” he said, cupping my face in his hands. His words slurred into each other, although I was able to understand what he was saying. “I have a feeling I should ask where we are, how you got here, and what’s going on, but I don’t think I’ll like the answer.”

“I told you we were going to a resort in Alaska,” I replied.

“That doesn’t explain how I got here.”

“It seems my father kidnapped you and Richard. He made Richard fly the plane. It was my job to lure him out here so we could deal with him, and he brought me two males as presents. I graciously accepted both. I ordered Richard to kill him, which he did. He’s drugged on wolfsbane right now, and I own him. If I’m nice, I’ll let Nicolina have him.”

“I don’t remember a thing,” he complained, sighing and resting his head on my shoulder. “All I remember is going to Desmond’s house. Something surprised me, and I don’t recall anything after that. Waking up was nice, though.”

“The others are trying to figure out how to crash a plane,” I said.

Sanders lifted his head to kiss my cheek before taking a look around. “I could swear this is my truck.”

“That’s because it is your truck,” Wendy said, poking her head in through the door. I squealed, twisting around to face the Fenerec. Laughing, she shook her head. “Relax, Sara, or Amber’s going to take away your gun privileges. How are you feeling, Matthew?”

“Sleepy,” he replied. “How are you, Wendy?”

“Better now that you’re awake—about six hours ahead of schedule, according to Richard. Judging from his reactions, he’s so doped on wolfsbane he’s feeling no pain at all. I doubt he’ll remember any of this tomorrow, and he’ll probably be dancing to Sara’s tune for a week and a half.”

“Poor Richard. Is this really my truck? How the hell did it get here?”

“I stole it,” Wendy replied, grinning at my mate. “I also stole the blanket from your bed so Sara could have something with your scent all over it. You may have to fight her to get it back.”

“She can have it so long as she shares with me,” he replied.

“Smooth, Sanders. Very smooth. Think you’re up for a walk? We’re almost done preparing, and Amber sent me to fetch your mate so she could play her part.”

“What’s your part, Sara?”

My mate’s worry marred his scent.

I opened my coat and showed him my Glock. “I qualified!”

“That’s a Glock 18, and she’s absolutely vicious with it. Never, ever give her a Beretta or any other reasonable weapon because she’s got terrible accuracy, but give her that baby right there, and she’s as good as Nicolina or Lisa,” Wendy said. “I didn’t see it live, but Amber showed me the recordings.”

“Glock 18,” my mate murmured, shifting my coat out of the way so he could look at my gun. “What’s special about it? It’s a gun.”

“It’s a fully automatic gun with enough recoil to knock your teeth out if you’re not ready for it. It’s light for a fully automatic, but it still makes the Beretta feel like a toy in comparison. Amber let us all fire it while you were napping at the range, Sara. Come on. I’m afraid we don’t have a gun for you, Sanders, but you can stand by your mate and growl at anyone who gets too close. You are not invited to play.”

“What are you all doing?” he asked, glaring at Wendy.

“Hunting,” I informed him in a tone that allowed no argument. He kept quiet.


Chapter Thirty-Six
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Nicolina caught sight of my mate, and with a happy cry, she ran to him, threw her arms around his neck, and locked lips with him. Scowling, I crossed my arms, considering whether or not I wanted to rise to her challenge.

Deciding it was fair play for having kissed her mate, I ignored her, turning my attention to Richard. He met my gaze, his eyes narrowed and rimmed with yellow.

“Don’t even think about it, Mr. Murphy.”

“I don’t know, Sara. Let him think about it—hell, you should think about it, too. She’s enjoying herself way too much. Actually, I’m astonished she even considered kissing some other male right in front of her mate. She’s usually far too shy to even imagine it let alone execute such a plan. Nicolina, maybe you should stop now. She has a bigger gun,” Lisa said, linking her arm with mine. “Please don’t kill my sister.”

I was pleased with the way my mate fought to break free of Nicolina, his face turning a deep shade of red. “Nicolina!”

“He said I could,” she retorted, turning to Richard and blowing him a kiss. He scowled, turning his head to stare off into the snowy wilds of Alaska.

“Reluctantly, if my guess is correct,” Lisa replied. “I apologize for her, Sanders. It was payback for Richard pawing all over Sara in front of her while she couldn’t do a thing about it.”

“It was payback for what?” my mate demanded.

“Long story,” I evaded, slipping free of Lisa to grab hold of my mate’s hand. “I’ll tell you later.”

“Why don’t you tell me now,” he suggested, and while his tone was mild, his scent had an acrid bite to it.

Wendy hugged my mate, standing on her toes to kiss his cheek. “Wolfsbane, Sanders. Richard’s really heavily drugged with it. Her father ordered him to please Sara, and it seems Mr. Watson had some unfortunate—and incorrect—beliefs about Sara. Of course, my darling son-in-law isn’t to be underestimated, as he took the opportunity to search her for concealed weapons. He only stole one or two kisses, and she was rather dismayed about the whole thing. Maybe it really would be fair if Richard was allowed to give Sara a proper kiss, and not that half-assed one he gave her.”

Sanders scowled, drew in a deep breath, and sighed. “Where is Watson, anyway?”

Approaching me from behind, Amber opened my jacket, shoved the material out of the way, and pulled my gun out of its holster. She checked the weapon over before returning it to its proper place. “Richard didn’t realize her Glock is fully automatic. He pulled the trigger, and he was angry enough he held it—not that you need to hold it long to empty the magazine. I’m afraid Mr. Watson is very, very dead. You didn’t see him, did you, Sara?”

I shook my head.

“Good. It was messy,” Amber replied. “Nicolina dealt with his body. He won’t be bothering either one of you again. All we have to do is clean up the rest of the mess.”

“What’s going on?” my mate demanded.

“An operation you may watch, but unless someone ruffles a hair on your mate’s head, you will not be participating, Mr. Sanders.” Jabbing my mate’s chest with her finger, Amber straightened to her full height, staring him in the eyes. “Am I understood?”

While Sanders wasn’t showing as many symptoms as Richard, he must have still had wolfsbane in his system, because he growled, “Yes.”

“The only one you’re allowed to obey from this point forward is me, Sanders,” I informed him. “Understood?”

My mate’s cheek twitched. “Yes.”

“Good. Give me a kiss, and it better be a hell of a lot better than the one Nicolina just stole.”

I loved my mate’s enthusiasm, which I matched, not caring who watched us.
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Alaska in winter was in a constant state of twilight during the day. When the sun set, the darkness engulfed us, and the temperature plummeted. We retreated to the hangar to watch for the plane.

Nicolina lit the runway, muttering curses as she mimicked the glow of airport lights with her magic. Hovering behind her, Richard shifted his weight from foot to foot, whining softly as the minutes dragged by.

“Richard, relax,” Amber scolded. “She’s got plenty of electricity at her disposal. She’ll be fine.”

“Electricity?” I asked, cocking my head to the side to watch Nicolina, who stared at the sky in search of the lights of an incoming plane.

Drumming her nails on the windowsill, Amber stared out over the airfield before explaining, “She can use electricity to fuel her magic. Lights are easy—a lot of lights all at once isn’t, so she’s actually doing some tough work right now. The real lights are currently buried under half a foot of ice, which she shaped—and colored—to look like the tarmac. It’s slicker than oil, and when that plane hits it, it’s going to slide. When they’re done sliding, they’re going to crash into the little plane Richard brought in, and they’re both going to explode.”

“What about the hangar?” I demanded.

“My job, again,” Nicolina replied. “Once the plane blows, I’ll help Amber control the explosion. I’ve already reinforced the building, throwing up an ice wall to help absorb the blast. With luck, we’ll be able to keep the airfield from turning into a big pile of rubble.”

“And us with it,” I muttered.

Amber grinned at me. “You catch on quick.”

“Maybe they got lost,” Richard muttered.

To stop Richard from fidgeting, Amber stood on his feet. “Lost in Alaska during the winter? Fenerec or not, if the crash doesn’t kill them, the cold will. Even if they shift to survive, they’ll be nothing more than oversized wolves by the time spring comes. Serves them right. Maybe they’ll crash so far from civilization no one will see or hear from them ever again. I hope a bear eats them.”

“Must everyone insist on touching my mate?” Nicolina demanded.

“His twitching is driving me insane. I’m not going to steal him. I’m just keeping his feet in one place. The one you have to worry about is Sara; she holds his leash, and you gave her mate some good lip service.”

Wrapping his arms around me, Sanders ducked his head to kiss my throat. “Don’t malign my Sara like that, Amber. She’s a very lovely leash holder. I don’t mind.”

“Not a word, Richard,” Nicolina warned.

Yellowknife’s Alpha sighed. “I am merely concerned regarding how long you will need to maintain the runway lighting.”

“You know he’s worried when he starts using big words. It’s begun. Give him ten minutes. We’ll need a dictionary to understand him.” Amber kept staring out the window searching the night sky for any signs of a plane. She huffed, pointed, and said, “There!”

Picking Amber up by the waist, Richard set her aside and stalked to the window to watch the approaching lights. He cracked his knuckles one by one, his eyes blazing a fire-bright yellow. Relieving his mate of her gun, he checked the weapon and prowled to the hangar’s side door. I followed him, unholstering my Glock. “Sanders, stay with Nicolina and guard her.”

My mate growled at me, and the scent of his dismay and annoyance burned my nose. 

“He’s going to be cranky at you,” Richard warned me, cracking open the door to slip outside.

With Amber and Lisa on my heels, I followed Richard. Maybe my mate would be upset with me later, but I didn’t want him out in the cold again so soon. The dip between two of the hangars, which I suspected was meant to drain rainwater away from the tarmac, offered enough space for us to take shelter.

“Am I the only one who thinks standing so close to where an explosion will be is a pretty stupid idea?” I asked, lying on my belly beside Richard.

Amber snorted. “First, you’re lying down. Second, you have me. You’ll be fine, so stop bellyaching. You’re almost as bad as Richard.”

“Impossible,” I muttered.

“Is it rude to make bets on how many of them survive?” Lisa asked.

“For their sake, I hope the answer is none.” Richard held himself with the tension of a hunting cat, his muscles quivering. He no longer growled, which worried my wolf.

Wise predators made no noise, and I heard the promise of death in Richard’s silence.
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Even I knew planes weren’t supposed to wobble so much when coming in for a landing. Instead of touching down with both of its rear wheels, the right one hit the ice first. It tilted so far I thought the wing would crunch against the ice before it recovered. The second wheel touched down, and the plane swayed in the opposite direction.

Its wing dipped into the snow banked along the tarmac. Instead of colliding with the smaller plane, the aircraft cartwheeled off the runway in a shower of scrap metal.

It made two complete revolutions before slamming into one of the sheds lining the runway. The flash of igniting jet fuel heralded a wave of heat washing over us. Richard slapped his hand against the back of my head and shoved my face into the snow before slamming his weight on top of me.

My abused ears rang, and my head throbbed in rhythm with my heartbeat.

“Sorry,” Richard said, and once again, he sounded distorted and distant. Rolling off me, he helped me rise to my hands and knees in time to watch the shed—or what was left of it—burn.

“Oops,” Lisa said, crawling over the lip of the gully. “You know what they say about plans.”

“What do they say about plans?” I asked, nibbling at her bait.

“They never work, so it’s mostly wishful thinking and praying for good luck. Hey, Richard. Think anyone survived that?”

Richard snorted, took hold of my chin, and turned my head to examine me. “How are your ears?”

“They hurt.”

“Mine, too,” he replied. “Let’s go. While I doubt anyone survived that, let’s not be stupid about this. If it isn’t one of us and it’s still moving, shoot it.”

If there had been anyone from my pack in the crash, I couldn’t tell; my awareness was limited to Sanders and Wendy, and all I could sense from them was dismay. “Sanders and Wendy are unhappy,” I said, holstering my Glock so I could scramble out of the ditch without shooting someone.

“One of them is probably buffering you—likely Wendy. If there were wolves from your pack on that plane, Sanders will have been hit hardest by it, and Mom isn’t good enough at blocking to separate mates, not like Desmond can,” Richard replied, following me up the slope. He checked his gun, disengaged the safety, and strolled in the direction of the wreckage.

I hesitated, staring at the hangar where my mate waited, drew a deep breath, and hurried to catch up with Richard. When he halted at the fringe of the destruction, I stood at his side, gawking at the smoldering pieces of metal. In places, even the snow burned, and as it melted, the oil-slicked puddles remained lit, the flames licking at the falling snow.

“I’m not seeing anything alive in that,” Amber whispered, holstering her gun. “Not quite to plan, but I’ll take it.”

The rubble hid the bodies, for which I was grateful.
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When we returned to the hangar, Sanders stared blindly in the direction of the crash, his pupils dilated. His breath came hard and fast. Wendy hovered at his side, her expression tense and her face pale.

“How many?” Richard asked in a soft, gentle murmur.

“Fifteen,” Wendy replied.

The putrid grief in her scent deadened my nose.

Richard winced. “Was Arnold among them?”

The pain in my mate’s sigh drew me to him, and I lifted my hands to touch his cheeks.

Slumping against me, Sanders rested his forehead against mine. He shook. “He was.”

“More of them than we thought.”

Nicolina sighed, halting at my mate’s side long enough to pat his back before heading to the door. “I’m going to clear the runway. Father’s probably fit to kill, and knowing him, he’ll be in the air about ten minutes after he finds out where we are. Let’s not crash any planes we don’t mean to.”

“Let’s just hope there isn’t a third group of them,” Amber replied.

“It can’t be that easy,” I muttered, staring at the burning ruins of the plane. “That was too easy. There has to be another plane or something, right?”

“Sara, don’t go asking for trouble. We’ve had nothing but trouble for months,” snapped Wendy, who regarded me with narrowed eyes. “It’s about time we had some good luck and a plan work in our favor for once. Be grateful.” She hesitated, turning to her son-in-law. “Richard, is there a third plane?”

“I don’t know of one, but there might be. You okay, Sanders?” Richard stared at my mate, his body tense and his eyes brightening to yellow.

“Sit,” I ordered, and helpless to fight my command, both of the Alphas sank to the floor. Crawling onto Sanders’s lap, I grabbed hold of his hands and wrapped his arms around me. “If they do, we’ll deal with them. Come here, Richard.”

With a quiet whine, Yellowknife’s Alpha obeyed.

“Both of you need to relax.”

I underestimated the power of wolfsbane; Richard curled up beside me, resting his head on my foot. The tension flowed out of my mate, and he leaned all of his weight on me. Within moments, both of them slept, as though their anxiety and wariness had been the only thing keeping them conscious.

Breathing a relieved sigh, I relaxed with them. My mate was close to me, and for the first time since we’d left the hotel in California, my wolf and I felt safe.

Giggling, Lisa pulled out her phone and snapped a photograph. “The poor babies. They’re so tired. This’ll be good blackmail material later.”

“So, who wants to call Charles?” Wendy asked, pressing her hands against the frosted window while watching her daughter outside. “He’ll yell.”

The nervousness in Wendy’s voice worried my wolf, and she drove me into replying, “I’ll do it. You’ll have to dial and put it on speakerphone, though. My hands are a bit full.”

“I got it, Mom. Between Sara and I, I think we can handle him. Amber, you better go watch my sister. She’s going to end up sleeping in the snow if someone doesn’t keep an eye on her. She’s running on fumes as it is. She’s no different from her mate. Neither one of them have the sense to quit when they’re ahead.”

Amber spat curses and jogged for the door.

Lisa hesitated a moment before dialing her father’s number. It rang three times.

“Desmond,” my Alpha answered, sounding more tired than I’d ever heard him.

Grinning like a maniac, Lisa replied, “Lose something, Daddy?”

I heard him inhale. “Lisa?”

“Aw, how did you guess?”

“Your sister only calls me Daddy when she’s about to cry, I’ve done something particularly heinous, she’s frightened, or she’s really drunk. That leaves my other daughter who uses it whenever she feels it will keep me from tanning her hide.” Relief lightened Desmond’s tone. “Where are you? Is your mother with you? How about your sister? How about that witch of hers? Sara?”

“All present and accounted for, Daddy. I have a question for you.”

“Listen, Lisa, can it wait? We have a bit of a situation here.”

Lisa winked at me. “I suppose. What’s going on?”

“Someone grabbed Richard and Sanders, and I’d bet my entire fortune it was Sara’s father. Seattle’s pack just lost fifteen wolves all at once.” Desmond growled, long and low. “All I can tell is that Sanders is still alive. Is Richard…?”

The worry in Desmond’s voice made Lisa smile. “You really like them both, don’t you?”

“What sort of stupid question is that? Of course I like them both,” Desmond snapped. “All of you are all right? Has anything strange happened? Anyone following you? Where are you? What have you been doing?”

“We’re fine. We’re just busy hiding the bodies, cleaning up the wreckage, and figuring out where to hide the vehicle we stole for our road trip. You know, the usual.” Lisa sat beside Richard and used him as a backrest. “I’m pretty sure no one is following us. As for strange things happening, no, I can’t say anything strange has happened. You said someone grabbed Richard and Sanders?”

“Considering the fact your mother is with you, you didn’t obviously steal a car, there aren’t any bodies for you to hide, and I’ll pretend I didn’t hear anything about any wreckage since your sister is with you,” Desmond replied, grumbling. “We were ambushed at the house. They killed four Inquisitors standing guard and hit us when we arrived.”

“Are you okay? Is Alex with you?”

“We’re fine as can be expected considering we’re both under heavy guard.” Desmond snorted. “I need you to hunt for Richard and Sanders. The Shadow Pope isn’t letting either one of us leave his cruddy outpost for fear we might be grabbed, too.”

“Let me talk to Alex,” Lisa replied.

“I’ll get him and put you on speaker.”

Muting the phone, Lisa said, “This is way too much fun. Mom, come sit with us. Dad’ll want to hear your voice, and I’m sure it’ll make Alex feel better, too.”

Wendy obeyed, and like her daughter, she leaned against Richard. “You’re terrible, Lisa. Don’t string them along for too long.”

“Not for too long,” she promised.

“Okay, Lisa. Alex is here.”

“Hey, baby,” Lisa said, her pleasure sweetening her scent. “Can’t you stay out of trouble?”

“I try, but people keep messing up my good efforts,” Lisa’s mate replied. “I can hardly feel a thing from Richard, Lisa. All I know is that he’s alive.”

“Hello, Charles,” Wendy said, smiling while staring at the phone. “I stole a car.”

“Wait, Lisa was serious? You stole a car?” Desmond blurted. “Why? Are there actually bodies? What wreckage?”

With laughter in her voice, Wendy replied, “I liked it. I wanted it, so I took it.”

“Please don’t get arrested. Please. Are you okay? What about the bodies? What wreckage?”

“We’re fine. I’m afraid your eldest daughter is responsible for another crash,” Wendy murmured.

Desmond sighed. “That explains the wreckage. What did she crash this time?”

“I did not crash it!” Nicolina burst out, stomping over from the door. “Stop filling his head with lies, Mom. I’m done, by the way. Oh, pile up.” Groaning, she found a spot near her mate, rested her head on his leg, and closed her eyes, going completely limp within moments of lying down.

“And she’s out like a light,” Lisa commented. “Amber? You okay?”

“I’m not going to say no to a nap,” the witch replied.

“What is going on over there?”

“Sleep over party,” Wendy replied. “Our eldest daughter was showing off. Amber helped.”

Amber yawned, sprawling on the concrete to use me as a pillow. “Good night.”

“Where are you?” Desmond demanded. “What did Nicolina crash?”

“A plane,” Lisa reported. “It was pretty spectacular.”

“A plane. You weren’t on it, were you?” Worry deepened Desmond’s voice. “No one was hurt?”

“Does dead count as hurt?” Lisa made a thoughtful noise. “I’m pleased to report everyone on board died a terrible, fiery death.”

Silence answered Lisa’s declaration.

“I ruptured my eardrums,” I whined. “It hurts, and people sound funny right now.”

Lisa chuckled. “You sure did. I’m impressed, actually. You didn’t even scream. I would have screamed. How do I know? I’ve done it before—and I screamed. Cried like a little baby, I tell you.”

Panic laced Alex’s voice. “You what? How? Lisa? What have you been doing?”

“We’ve been very, very bad girls, Alex,” Lisa murmured. “You should spank me.”

“Lisa!”

“What? You should. I’ve been a very, very bad girl.” Lisa giggled.

“Wendy, what is wrong with our daughter?” Desmond demanded.

“Which one?”

Desmond groaned. “Please, Wendy. Don’t do this right now.”

I frowned, staring at Wendy. “I thought you said he was going to yell. He’s not yelling at all.”

“He’s too drugged up to yell,” Alex reported. “That, plus he’s been ordered to stay calm. They got tired of him yelling, so they told him to keep calm or keep quiet.”

“You, too?” Lisa demanded.

“Maybe a little. Come home. I’ll spank you all you want.” Alex sounded so hopeful I giggled.

“You’re adorable, Alex,” his mate replied, grinning.

“Wolfsbane.” Wendy paced and snarled a curse under her breath. “Do you need us to come rescue you?”

“No, I need you to find our sons,” Desmond hissed. He drew several long, deep breaths. “They won’t let us out of here to find them, and neither Seattle nor Yellowknife are able to pinpoint their locations.”

“You can’t just claim every male you like as your son, Charles,” Wendy said, smiling as she glanced at my mate. Reaching over, she ran her fingers through his hair. “I may allow it this once, though. He really is a lovely wolf, and if you do, that means I get to claim Sara as a daughter. I guess I’m okay with it.”

“What about the dead pack members?” Lisa asked.

“I don’t even know who died, where, or why—while I’m still technically the Alpha of Seattle’s pack, the only wolf I have a phone number for is stuck in the outpost with us. When they died, Joseph had to be sedated, and I think they intend to keep him drugged until Richard and Sanders are found.”

“Okay, Dad. Relax, please,” Lisa said. “I’m certain both Richard and Sanders are fine.”

“Until they’re both found, that’s speculation,” Desmond replied.

“Let’s discuss my pay, Father. You’re always telling us we should never work for free. You want me to pull a search and rescue. What is it worth to you?”

The silence was so awkward I burst into another fit of giggles, waking my mate. I twisted around and pressed my fingers to his mouth to keep him quiet. He blinked at me blearily, and when I pointed at the phone, his eyes widened.

“Do we really have to do this right now?” I heard Desmond groan and then sigh heavily. “Come on, Lisa. Don’t do this to me.”

“Come on, Dad,” she mimicked. “How much are those two obnoxious males really worth?”

Sanders scowled at Lisa, and while he remained silent, he flipped her off.

“Wendy, control your daughter.”

“Lisa, behave.”

“Oh, fine. I still think we should make him pay for his sons, seeing as he’s uninterested in his beautiful daughters,” Lisa grumbled. “Do I really have to have Sanders as a brother? I like Sara, though. She’s feisty.”

“They’re my precious sons because they keep my precious daughters happy. Does that satisfy you?” Desmond growled.

“He’s so honest when he’s drugged,” Lisa murmured.

Deciding Lisa had tormented her father enough, I nudged my mate with my elbow and nodded to the phone.

“Maybe if you were nicer to your daughters more often, Desmond, they wouldn’t enjoy taunting you so much,” my mate said, his voice slurred.

“Sanders!’ Desmond choked out.

“Richard’s here, too. He’s using my lady as a pillow, the rat. Nicolina sabotaged the runway so when the traitors came, they crashed rather spectacularly. More merciful than they deserved.” Sighing, Sanders secured his hold on me and pulled me closer. “Richard killed Sara’s father.”

“Richard did?” Surprise and pride lightened Desmond’s tone. “While drugged on wolfsbane?”

“You sound like you drank all of Charles’s liquor, Sanders. I’ll explain,” Wendy offered. “Sara called her father so we could put an end to this. We had no idea he had Sanders and Richard. He intended to give them to her as a present—to build her a harem, I suppose. Sick bastard, that’s what he was. So, Richard’s dosed pretty heavily. Mr. Watson ordered him to please Sara. Richard felt her up, found her gun, and when she told him killing her father would please her, Richard took the shot. We couldn’t; he was too close to Richard and Sara to risk it—not even Amber was willing to try it. It’s pretty windy here.”

“Neither of them are hurt?”

“None of us were hurt, save for Sara’s eardrums. That happened when Richard shot her father; he had to fire right near her head to take him out. Nicolina’s going to be down and out for a while, though—she had to do a lot of work to sabotage the runway without permanently damaging it. We’re at the Inquisition airfield outside of Anchorage. Sanders’s truck only seats six, but hopefully we can get Richard to shift to his puppy form so we’ll all fit.” Wendy laughed. “We’ll come rescue you, darling. Please deal with being a captive for just a little longer. No killing anyone without me.”

Leaning over, Wendy hung up on her mate. “Let’s get to the hotel so our males can rest—and before someone comes looking for the cause of that fireball.”
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We stayed in Alaska for two days, which was how long it took for Richard to be able to transform. I thought shifting would help him fight the wolfsbane, but he remained so docile and wobbly I worried he’d suffer long-term consequences of being drugged.

“He’ll be fine,” Nicolina reassured me. I’d lost count of the times she had tried to convince me my anxiety was pointless. Instead of arguing with her, I sighed. Like Richard, Sanders shifted to his wolf, and while he wasn’t nearly as small as Yellowknife’s Alpha, he fit on the floorboard at my feet when he curled up. Since he seemed content to sleep, I left him alone. I removed my shoes and socks, burying my toes in his thick winter coat.

To maintain the illusion Richard and Sanders were dogs, Amber acquired falsified documentation proving their vaccinations and breed, although I doubted anyone would believe either were mutts; Sanders’s coat was too unique, and all I saw in both of them was pure wolf.

The border guards didn’t question us. When I inquired, Amber simply shrugged and smiled.

Determined to reach the Seattle in record time, we stopped only to eat, swapping drivers each time we filled up for gas. Forty hours later, Amber pulled the truck in at a warehouse outside of the city, and with a tired groan, she killed the engine.

“If they give us any problems, I’m shooting someone,” she snarled, which amused my wolf.

I prodded my mate awake, and unable to resist the urge, I clipped the leather leash to his collar. “Hey, Nicolina, can I hold Richard’s leash, too?”

She laughed, and as soon as we piled out of the truck, she gave me the leash, which earned me a baleful glare from Yellowknife’s Alpha. “She who holds the leashes holds the power?”

“I’d like to see someone try something right now,” I replied, firming my grip on Richard’s leash just in case he tried to pull away from me. “Your mate kissed mine, so I get to hold your leash and boss you around.”

He turned his ears back and bared his fangs at me.

“And don’t think I’ve forgotten you copping a feel, Mr. Murphy,” I added. “I forgave you for the kiss because you have such a nice mouth—not as nice as Sanders’s, though.”

“It’s the enthusiasm. Sanders sure does kiss like he means it, doesn’t he?” Nicolina said, grinning at my mate.

Whining, Richard pawed at Nicolina’s shoe, staring up at her in perfect imitation of a sad puppy. I stared at him with wide eyes. “So cute. I just want to pick him up and kiss him,” I blurted.

“I know. It’s terrible, isn’t it? I suppose I should let you, since he assaulted your person so terribly in Alaska,” Nicolina replied, winking at me.

“You two are the terrible ones,” Wendy said, giving me a shove in the direction of the warehouse’s front doors. “Let’s go rescue your father, Alex, and Joseph before they think we’ve abandoned them. I’m starving, my puppy is starving, and if we’re not fed soon, I’m going to start eating people.”

My stomach churned at the thought of food. “How can you even want to eat again? We just ate like three hours ago, Wendy.”

“Unlike you, I threw most of mine up,” she replied, wrinkling her nose. “One day, I will eat, and it will not rebel on me.”

Laughing, Nicolina shook her head. “Sure, Mom—in six or so months.”

Wendy snarled at her eldest daughter. “Just you wait. The instant you try for a puppy, I will be there, ready to offer you helpful advice while pretending to have sympathy when you throw everything up.”

Richard scrambled to face Wendy, staring at her with eyes so wide I feared they’d pop out of his head.

“Oh, great. Now you’ve gone and given him ideas. Thanks a lot, Mom.” Groaning, Nicolina hurried ahead to open the doors. “No, Richard, we are not having a puppy right now. You have to help Mom with hers, which means there’s absolutely zero chance I’m considering one at current. Forget the idea, Mr. Murphy. And don’t you even turn those sad eyes on me, sir.”

The waiting room reminded me of the office of a wealthy lawyer, including a water wall cascading into a fish pond. Sanders perked his ears forward, tugging at his leash so he could have a look. Small koi swam lazily in the crystal clear waters.

“Do you have an appointment?” the young woman behind the tall oak desk asked.

“No. We’re here to pick up Charles Desmond, his Third, and Alex Murphy,” Wendy announced.

“I’m sorry, but I haven’t been given authorization for that,” she replied, narrowing her eyes at us. “No authorization, no release. May I ask who is inquiring?”

Pulling out my phone, I dialed the Shadow Pope’s number from memory. With a triumphant huff at having figured out how to operate my cell, I held it to my ear.

“How may I direct your call?”

“Topside, please. It’s Mrs. Sanders from Seattle’s pack,” I replied, meeting the woman’s glare.

I counted my way up to twenty. The Shadow Pope answered, “Good afternoon, Sara. I hear you’ve been busy. What can I do for you?”

“Someone at a desk in some warehouse just told Wendy she can’t pick up her mate and son-in-law and that I can’t pick up Joseph. I thought I’d call before there was bloodshed.”

Both Richard and Sanders growled, and judging from the intake of breath, the Shadow Pope heard them. “I see. Who do you have playing bully for you?”

“Two cranky Alphas, sir. Two very, very cranky Alphas. While I’m holding their leashes, they could probably rip them out of my hands if they decided to.”

He laughed. “Give the secretary your phone, please. I’ll authorize their release so you won’t have to feed any Inquisitors to your Alphas. And yes, I’ll also authorize Joseph’s release. Very good work recovering them. I was quite pleased when Desmond informed me they were in your custody. Please thank the other ladies as well.”

I held the phone out to Wendy. “Give it to the nice secretary so we can bust them out of this joint.”

Obeying, Wendy handed the phone over, though she growled as she did so.

The conversation took less than two minutes, and grimacing, the secretary offered Wendy my phone. “Please come this way, Mrs. Desmond. Is one of you Mrs. Murphy?”

Lisa raised her left hand; her right twitched near her concealed holster.

“No murders,” Wendy murmured to her younger daughter. “Let’s go see your father and take them home. Hopefully, this time there are no surprises waiting for anyone.”
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We were escorted into the warehouse, down a flight of stairs, and to a corridor lined with doors, which reminded me of a hotel. I came down the steps last, hanging back to make sure Sanders and Richard had enough space to navigate the stairwell without plowing someone over.

The stench of silver hung in the air, burning my nose and worrying a whine out of my wolf. I balked at the bottom of the staircase, and Richard and Sanders tugged at their leashes before halting and regarding me with tilted heads.

The others left me behind.

While there was nothing obviously amiss about the numbered doors, I froze in place, shivering as a sense of dread cramped my stomach. The place reminded me of Kent’s basement with its concrete floors. Although I couldn’t see any silver, the memory of chains dangling from the ceiling to cage me in slammed into me with the force of a fist to my gut.

Kent had done that, too, and I remembered falling against him, gasping for breath as he punished me for defying him.

Chattering among themselves, Wendy and the others vanished down another hallway, leaving me alone at the bottom of the stairwell. Sanders whined, licking at my hand.

“I’m okay,” I choked out, and the sour stench of my lie mingled with the acrid bite of the silver in the air.

Both Alphas glared at me.

I backed onto the landing at the bottom of the staircase, my heels bumping into the steps. I made it up three, coming to a halt when Sanders braced his legs and refused to budge a single inch.

My phone rang, but my hands were shaking so much I dropped it. The device hit the floor, and a web of cracks spread across the screen. “S-sorry.”

Sighing, my mate lunged at me, stood on his hind legs, and pressed his front paws to my shoulders, shoving me back. I slumped to the stairs, grabbing hold of his scruff to break my fall, only to pull him down on top of me. Burying my face in his fur, I closed my eyes and forced myself to breathe.

Kent was dead, and I wasn’t a captive. I kept telling myself that, but no matter how many times I repeated it, all I remembered was the brush of tiny chains burning my skin, drifting unseen in the dark water filling my lungs.

A wolf howled, and I couldn’t tell if I heard it in my head, my ears, or if it came from me.

Someone touched my shoulder, and the smothering fear eased, replaced by the warmth of affection. No one spoke—or, if they did, I couldn’t hear them through the rushing in my ears, which was accompanied by the lingering pain of my healing eardrums.

Sanders shifted his weight, and the terror of being left alone enveloped me. I tightened my hold on his fur.

The pain of a rebuking nip at my throat quieted the noise in my head and ears.

“Sara, don’t choke your mate,” Desmond said, and while his voice was soft, the weight of his presence cut through the noise in my ears and head. “Loosen your hold. He needs to breathe.”

I didn’t want to let my mate go, but my hands obeyed my Alpha’s command. A whine burst out of me.

“He’s not going anywhere, Sara, not with you clinging to him like a burr. Take deep breaths. There’s nothing to be afraid of. If anyone tries to hurt you, Sanders will rip them to pieces. Richard and I will as well. Surely we three are capable of protecting you. It’s all over. You have nothing to fear.”

My mate matched my whines, and his nose was cold against my throat.

I opened my mouth to speak, but my throat clenched and cut off my breath. Shuddering, I secured my hold on Sanders, though I was careful not to strangle him.

I became aware of the murmur of conversation around me, but my concentration faltered, and the stench of silver once again filled my nose.

Something cold and wet splashed my face, streaming down the front of my shirt, and with a startled cry, I recoiled. Ice cubes lodged in my clothes, and the intense cold sent shudders rippling through me. At some point, I had lost my hold on my mate, and my panic once again surged.

I opened my eyes.

Desmond captured my wrists in one of his hands. With the other, he took hold of my chin, turning my head so I was forced to face him.

“Sara, look at me,” he ordered, and unable to resist his command, I met his gaze. “Is it the silver?”

I shuddered, and once again, I hung helpless in a curtaining cage of the bright metal.

“Alex, carry her up the stairs. I’ll keep hold of her hands in case she struggles,” Desmond said, and his hold on my wrists tightened. “Sara, just keep looking at me. Deep breaths. The silver is in the walls. It can’t burn you, not unless you decide to go digging to reach it.”

While I was aware of Desmond ordering Alex to pick me up, the feel of his hands on my back made my skin crawl, and in my panic to escape his touch, I threw myself at my Alpha. With a startled curse, he let go of my wrists, caught hold of me, and tumbled backwards. We didn’t have far to fall, but the thud of impact drove the breath out of my lungs. Desmond grunted and lost his grip on me.

Gasping, I scrambled upright and made it two steps before colliding with Sanders, who captured me in his arms. He wore a bathrobe, which reeked of bleach. “Easy, Sara. I’ve got you,” he murmured, working his hands through my hair to secure a hold on the back of my head, pressing my face against his shoulder and neck. “You okay, Desmond?”

“If your mate invites you to meet her in a stairwell, decline,” was Desmond’s surly reply. “I’ll live.”

Through the bleach clinging to the scratchy bathrobe, I could smell my mate’s worry tainting the sweetness of his cinnamon scent. Sanders said something to me, but the deafening rush in my ears swept his words away. With him so close to me, I couldn’t smell the silver. My breath left me in a sigh, and like a puppet with all of its strings cut, the tension flowed out of me, and I slumped bonelessly against him.


Chapter Thirty-Seven
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A scent reminiscent of cracked eggs left to rot in the sun woke me, and I flailed to escape it. I gagged and shuddered as my stomach churned. Someone held me in place, and for a horrifying moment, I thought I was going to vomit. Everything spun around me, and I clenched my eyes closed.

“I think she’s awake,” Sanders announced in a rueful tone. “Please take that away before she throws up on me. Hell, take it away before I throw up on her. That stuff is vile, Desmond.”

“Make the ride stop. I want to get off,” I groaned, and instead of lashing out like I intended, my arm flopped onto a soft cushion. The plush texture distracted me, and I cracked open an eye.

Desmond knelt beside me holding a small jar, which was the source of the putrid smell. Shaking his head with a smile, he capped it and set it aside. “I told you it’d wake her up. You fainted, Sara.”

I stiffened at the memory of the choking fear and stench of silver.

“It’s okay, Sara,” Sanders said, massaging the side of my throat with his thumb. A pleasant tingle swept through me, and I relaxed under the influence of his touch. “If I had known the outpost would scare you, I never would have let you go down there. I’m so sorry.”

“There’s silver in the walls to help contain Fenerec lacking control, Sara. Unless you are in one of the suites and tried to break out, the silver can’t harm you,” Desmond said. “It’s obnoxious and a bit uncomfortable, but otherwise harmless.”

Wendy stepped into the living room from the kitchen and hovered behind her mate. “It’s my fault. I should have remember she’s never been in the holding wing of an outpost before. I’m the one who is sorry.”

I heard the frustration in Desmond’s sigh. “Will the two of you please cease trying to accept responsibility? You’re going to drive me insane. I already sent both of my whining daughters to their rooms for doing that. Please stop.”

“Liar,” I accused, and after a frightening amount of effort, I reached over and pressed the tip of my finger to Desmond’s nose. “They shoot people or zap them or something. They don’t whine.”

Desmond growled and seized my finger between his teeth.

I tried to pull free, but he bit down hard enough I yelped. “Get it off, get it off!”

After a long growl, Desmond released me. Taking hold of my hand, my mate wiped my finger off on the couch. “That’s disgusting, Desmond. You got slobber on my mate. I’m going to have to decontaminate her now.”

Wendy giggled. “That’s not nice.”

“Neither is biting.”

“She shouldn’t have put her fingers in my face.”

“Wendy, please housebreak your mate.”

“He breaks enough things; he doesn’t need to break the house, too.” Laughing, Wendy sat beside me, rubbing my back. “Are you feeling better now? We were worried when you wouldn’t wake up. Charles thought it’d be best if we got you away from the silver, seeing how young of a puppy you are.”

“I think so,” I mumbled, my face heating up from my embarrassment. “Sorry.”

“You’re not the first puppy to panic when introduced to the holding wing. You won’t be the last,” she replied with a faint smile. “All new Fenerec Inquisitors spend a week in one to get used to it, though usually they’re at least a year old before they’re subjected to it. All things considered, I think we’ll insist that you don’t have a week-long vacation until after your puppy is at least a year old. I’ll be happy to help Sanders watch your little one while you’re doing your time. It’s really not that bad, especially if you like reading or quietly relaxing.”

I rolled over onto my back, staring up at my mate. “There’s too much silver there. I don’t want to. You’re a big, strong, manly Alpha. Tell them no.”

He smiled down at me, brushing my cheek with the back of his hand. “When the time comes, I will give His Eminence a call and point out you’ve spent enough time caged in silver to last a lifetime. We’ll fight bitterly, I’ll lose and annoy him. In a terrible turn of events, I’ll be forced to spend an entire week in confinement with you. I’m sure I can think of something we can do to fill the time.”

Wendy’s eyes widened. “Charles, next time they try to make one of us stay there, we should do that. It’s brilliant.”

“I’ve had enough confinement this week to last a decade,” Desmond growled.

“I’m sorry, Charles. If I had known you had gotten into so much trouble, we would have called you. We were just staying out of your fur until you dealt with your end of things.” Wendy crawled to her mate, ducked under his chin, and nibbled on his neck. “We were being very good girls.”

“You stole Sanders’s truck,” Desmond murmured, and judging from the way his mouth twitched, he was struggling not to smile. “You ran away. You encouraged our eldest daughter to crash a plane. You worried at least ten years off my life. Amber, Nicolina, and Lisa I can understand, but you, Wendy?”

Wendy giggled. “It was fun. It worked, too. We would’ve pulled it off without a single hitch if her father hadn’t taken Richard and Sanders hostage. You’re the one who has been bad, allowing those pathetic lowlife scum to capture our precious sons.”

Laughing, Desmond embraced his mate. “You’re so bloodthirsty when you’re pregnant. I like it.”

“Wait, sons? What are you talking about?” Sanders demanded.

With a wide grin, Desmond pointed at my mate. “You’re mine now. Wendy said I was allowed. I heard her very clearly. She wants Sara as a daughter, which means I get you for a son. I’m going to have you calling me Dad in a week, just you wait and see.”

Twisting out from beneath me, my mate dumped me on the floor and launched over the back of the couch. I sprawled over Desmond and Wendy, yowling my dismay. Sitting up, I snarled a curse at my mate.

Sanders shook his head. “Oh, hell no. No way. You are not dragging me into your psychotic family. It is not happening. You can’t do that.”

Desmond’s eyes blazed, and gracefully rising to his feet, he stalked after Sanders, who retreated towards the kitchen. “I have Richard. I have Alex. You’ll be suitable and satisfying prey.”

“Wendy, stop him,” my mate begged.

“Why would I do that? Absurd. If he catches you, I get another daughter. Catch him, Charles. Just remember you are housebroken, and that does not mean break the house. If you’re too noisy, the puppies upstairs will hear, and then it’ll be one on—” Wendy blinked, glancing towards the staircase. Drawing in a deep breath, she hollered, “Richard!”

A rumpled, yawning Richard wearing only a pair of boxers trotted down from the third floor to lean over the railing of the second. “What? Is something wrong?”

“Help your father catch Sanders so I can legitimately call Sara my daughter. Invite your brother to come play, too,” she ordered.

Richard’s mouth dropped open, and for a long moment, all he did was stare. He sighed gustily, turned around, and bellowed, “Alex!”

Nicolina and Lisa followed after Richard’s brother, and the twins glared at their father. Puzzled, I listened for others, but there was no sign of Amber or Frank.

“Where are the others?” I asked, turning to Wendy.

“Amber and Frank decided to stay at a hotel; they thought it’d be nice to give us some private family time,” she replied.

Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, Alex grumbled, “What’s going on?”

Richard leaned over the railing again in search of Desmond and my mate, frowning at the sounds of footfalls deeper in the house. “Some nonsense about Desmond catching Sanders. Wendy thinks we should help. She wants to call Sara her daughter, apparently. I’m not sure what that has to do with anything, though.”

“Think about it, Richard. If Charles claims Sanders as a son, he won’t have to tease you quite as often,” Wendy cajoled with a smile.

The brown of Richard’s eyes brightened to yellow. “Oh, Sanders…”

“I said no!” my mate howled.

No one listened to him.
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Crash.

I sighed, wondering who had broken what and whether or not I wanted to get off the couch to find out. The click of claws on hardwood approaching at high speed promised more destruction. My mate howled, and I twisted around in time to watch him lunge for the couch.

Sucking in a startled breath, I dove to the side, covering my head with my arms as he sailed over me.

The coffee table didn’t stand a chance; it splintered with a crack as Sanders’s full weight crashed onto the top of it. He hit the carpet hard and rolled, yowling his frustration.

“They’re going to wreck everything you own, Wendy,” I complained, tensing while waiting for the pursuing wolves to barrel after my mate. “How can you be in there just cooking like there’s nothing happening?”

“Sara, dear, come into the kitchen. It’s safer,” Wendy replied. “You should have seen our first winter with Richard. He destroyed Charles’s brand new computer, demolished his entire office, and broke the secure line. I wanted new furniture anyway.”

Desmond attempted to leap over the couch, cracked his forepaws into the back, and tumbled over it, landing on my legs with a yip. Sighing, I questioned what I had gotten into and whether or not I wanted to help my mate escape.

Four wolves trotted in from the kitchen and dining area, their ears perked forward and their tongues lolling in canine amusement. One was pure white. Two resembled large police dogs, although they were both shedding; fur drifting in their wake. Richard, the largest of the Fenerec by far and the color of sterling silver, stared down his elegant, glistening nose at Sanders, one ear cocked back in what my wolf identified as disgust.

My mate staggered upright, panting. The standoff didn’t last long before Desmond rolled off me and lunged for Sanders with a snap of his teeth.

I waited for the six to stampede their way up the stairs before retreating to the kitchen.

One of the chairs in the dining room was in pieces and several stools were on the floor. I prodded the mangled leg with my toe, which had slid all the way to the edge of the living room carpet. Bending down, I picked the leg up and left it on the kitchen island. “One chair, a coffee table, I’m pretty sure you’re going to need a new couch, and a television. Is nothing sacred in this house?”

“At least they aren’t shooting each other. If you think broken furniture is bad, try removing paintball stains or bullets. Look on the bright side; they aren’t fighting.” Wendy set aside her knife and washed her hands. “It’s good for them. They all need to unwind, and Sanders is good prey. He may not be a match for Richard in size, but he’s pretty much pound for pound with Charles. Where Sanders excels is in his endurance. If my daughters decide to really help their father, your mate will be in trouble. That said, unless Richard and Charles actively team up against him, your mate stands a good chance of winning.”

“But there are five of them and only one of him.”

“They aren’t working together. If anything, the girls are getting in their father’s way, as is Alex. Sanders is using that against them. You missed when Charles was hot on his heels and Sanders jumped right over Nicolina. To avoid running our daughter over, Charles smacked right into the wall,” Wendy replied, pointing towards the other room.

There was a rather large hole in the drywall.

“Wouldn’t it be better if they did this outside?” I asked.

“We’d get cold watching them since we can’t enjoy our fur coats right now.”

“That’s what jackets are for.”

“Richard weighs at least three hundred and fifty pounds. We’re strong, but that’s a lot of wolf to have to move, Sara. If we let them play outside, we’ll be the ones carrying them back inside when they finally run out of energy and decide to take a nap. Sanders and Charles aren’t much lighter. With Lisa and Alex shedding, we’ll be eating fur if we have to move them. I really hope those two finish soon—they’ve been shedding for ages. I want to see their new coats.”

“So what do we do now?” I asked, listening to the thumps of the wolves romping upstairs.

“What do you mean?”

Whispering in the hope my mate wouldn’t hear me, I said, “Fifteen of Sanders’s pack died.”

“Ah.” Wendy sighed, picked up the knife, and with a growl, flung it at the wall. It embedded to the hilt with a thunk. “Knowing Sanders, he’ll arrange a funeral for them. He’ll blubber to their mates—those who had them, that is—and blame himself for everything. He’ll act like he’s all right when he isn’t. He’ll put on a show for everyone’s benefit, especially yours, and we’ll pretend nothing is wrong. Charles, of course, will do what he thinks best. For now, that’s making certain your mate feels wanted.”

“Of course he’s wanted,” I snarled.

“Oh, Sara. Of course he’s wanted, but that doesn’t mean he believes it right now. He failed his pack. In his eyes, it’s his fault they died. They were his responsibility. Maybe it was our plan and our actions that killed them, but it’s an Alpha’s job to safeguard his pack. Just because he’s Charles’s Second right now doesn’t change that for him. Losing so many at once is painful. Charles had it easier; he didn’t have a chance to really bond with the traitors. Add in the fact your father managed to grab Matthew, and his pride’s pretty damaged.”

I grimaced and said nothing. After what I had done, after falling prey to my own despair, I understood.

Unlike me, my mate kept moving forward, living with the consequences of what he had done—or believed he had done—without faltering. Even the thought of him attempting suicide left me queasy and shaking. Would he?

I had, in my weakness.

A thumping on the stairs warned me of wolves barreling back to the first floor. Sanders skidded to a halt where the kitchen and dining room met, staring at me with his amber eyes. Despite the approach of Desmond and the other wolves stalking him, he remained still and quiet.

In my fear, I had rejected the pack he loved, hiding from it so it couldn’t hurt me again. Yet, true to Wendy’s claim, I could feel an echo of my mate’s grief, carefully contained beneath his skin in his effort to protect me from his pain at the loss of his wolves, his pack, and his chosen family.

Drawing a deep breath, I sighed. Part of me wanted to cling to my resentment, but my wolf’s weariness at my stubbornness wore away at me. There was nothing else left for me to do; I sighed again, hoped I wasn’t making a huge mistake, and swore I’d try to do right by him, even if it meant accepting a role—any role—in his pack.

Desmond slowed to a creeping prowl, both of his ears cocked back.

“You better run, Matthew,” I murmured, forcing a smile for my mate’s benefit. 

Sanders’s ears perked forward at my use of his first name, and my smile became genuine at the way I affected him. Shaking my finger at him, I continued, “If he catches you, you’re going to have to hug him and call him your daddy. You’ll be tormented like Richard, prey to Desmond’s wickedness. You don’t want to be prey, do you? You better run like you mean it.”

My mate’s ears flattened against his skull. Lifting his head, he warbled a complaint and tore off through the dining room. Desmond chased after him, answering my mate’s cries with a taunting howl.

[image: Image]

My temper frayed the longer the wolves played; my mate showed no signs of tiring, and the longer Desmond stalked him, the more excitable they all became. When Desmond faltered, panting and glaring at Sanders with baleful eyes, my mate dipped into a playful bow, lifted his head, and warbled an invitation.

Nicolina staggered. With a long, deep groan, she collapsed at her father’s paws. Bumping his daughter’s side with his nose, Desmond sighed before resting his paw on her shoulder. Of all the hunting wolves, only Richard still held himself tall and proud, though he sat beside his mate, watching Sanders with both of his ears flattened against his skull.

My mate warbled again.

“I thought you wanted him as your son.” Clucking my tongue, I shook my head. “I think you’re all talk, Mr. Desmond.”

A snarl answered me, and twisting in my direction, Desmond snapped his teeth at me.

“I even gave him an order, Mr. Desmond. If you catch him, he has to call you nice things and give you a hug.” If Desmond was gasoline, I was fire, and my words burned him. Desperate for them to put an end to it, I planned my words to stoke the flames, even if it meant my mate’s downfall—not that getting caught would hurt him. I suspected it’d do him far more good in the long run. “Just look at you all. Tired. Worn out. You’re predators who can’t handle capturing one lone, beautiful wolf. Look at him. Such lovely fur, such a proud countenance. He’s a real prize, isn’t he? I suppose any sane father would want my mate for a son, but he has to be earned. I suppose I’ll just have to find another suitable family to take him in if you can’t catch him.”

Desmond’s eyes blazed, and all of the wolves stared at me.

If my mate thought I was betraying him, he seemed happy enough with my backstabbing; pleasure warmed his scent, and all I could feel through our bond was his affection.

Wendy snickered. “Laying it on a bit thick, aren’t you?”

“Shut up and give me another cookie,” I demanded, holding out my hand. Laughing, she obeyed. “Catch him before we eat all of these, you pitiable excuses for predators. If you don’t, he’s all mine, and you can’t have him.”

While there were at least thirty cookies on the baking sheets cooling on the stovetop, I had a feeling Wendy and I would devour them in short order—and face hours of misery fighting the urge to throw up. While my growing puppy was a little more merciful than Wendy’s, the first signs of queasiness cramped my stomach.

At least I wasn’t craving pickles and ice cream like I had earlier. I shuddered, grateful Wendy’s fridge had been devoid of pickles. The ice cream, at least, was normal—and went well with the cookies she baked to fill the time while we waited for her mate and puppies to cease their playing.

The cookies didn’t change the fact I really, really wanted a pickle.

Sanders warbled another invitation before tearing off. Even Nicolina got to her paws, and after a glare in my direction, she joined her father and the others in hunting my mate.

“Hopefully they catch him this time, or they really will be out of luck,” I muttered.

Wendy chuckled. “The gauntlet has been tossed down. If they can’t catch him, all of their prides will be stung—and Sanders will be able to gloat for a long time over his victory. I give it less than five minutes before we hear his dismayed howls.”

A phone rang, and sorting through the collection of cells littering the counter, I found the culprit. The display informed me the caller was Joseph, and biting back a sigh, I answered, “Good evening.”

“Hello, Sara. Is Sanders around?”

I relaxed at Joseph’s friendly tone. “Sorry, Joseph—can I call you Joe? Anyway, he’s playing with Desmond right now, and the stakes are fatherhood, so he’s currently running for his life.”

“He’s what?” Joseph cleared his throat. “And yes, Joe is fine. What do you mean the stakes are fatherhood?”

Laughter bubbled out of me. “Desmond is collecting puppies, I think, and he has his eye on Matthew. I told him if he could catch my mate, he could have him. It’s currently five against one, and in a show of complete incompetence, they have been unable to capture him. They’ve been at it for hours. They’ve destroyed half of the house.”

“Huh. And he’s okay with that? I’m surprised.”

Sanders skidded into the dining room, crashed into one of the few chairs still standing and scrambled for purchase to head for the living room. Richard reached him first, and twisting to the side, the huge silver wolf slammed into my mate with his shoulder. Wincing at the thud of the impact, which resulted in my mate colliding with the wall, I watched all five wolves pounce.

Howling at the simultaneous attack, Sanders somehow squeezed out from under Richard, found purchase on the slick floor, and lunged for the living room. Desmond struck like a snake, sinking his teeth into my mate’s scruff and braced his paws to hinder my mate’s escape.

Grunting from the effort, my mate managed to drag Desmond all the way to the kitchen before Richard joined in by grabbing his tail. My mate didn’t stand a chance; he disappeared in the pile of wolf bodies crowding around him.

“I think they’re almost done playing,” I said, smiling at the panting wolves. “What do you need?”

“I just wanted to check in and make certain everything was okay over there. Does Sanders need me?”

“Right now, he has five wolves vying for his attention. As soon as they stop romping, I bet they’ll pass out. If they don’t, I’ll be really surprised. Do you think you can come by in the morning? I think he’d appreciate you being there when he wakes up—maybe that submissive woman, too? Ah, I think her name’s Chrissy. Do you think there’s anyone else he’d like to see?”

Wendy jerked towards me, her eyes widening.

“I can think of a few.”

“Bring them,” I ordered. “Come over whenever you feel is best.” I hesitated a moment, staring down at the wolves. All of them, my mate included, had their eyes closed. Their sides rose and fell in a steady, even rhythm. “I suppose if you wanted to come over and shift to wolves and sleep over here, you could join them. They’re now asleep. Do you think it’ll help?”

Joseph sighed. “It would.”

“Do you mind, Wendy?”

She shook her head. “Not at all. We’ve plenty of space if they’re all wolves.”

My stomach gurgled its demand and a rebuke at being thwarted of its desire for pickles. I sighed. “Wendy doesn’t mind. Just don’t steal my cookies, and do me a favor.”

“What do you need, Sara?”

“Pickles. The biggest jar of fucking pickles you can find.”

He laughed and hung up on me.
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While my dread and apprehension grew, my wolf’s excitement surged. She never spoke in words, but if she could, I knew what she would howl in my head: pack.

The—her—pack was coming, and I no longer stood in the way of her desire. At my invitation, the wolves were coming, and at my invitation, my mate would be surrounded by those who could soothe away the sharp edge of his grief.

Wendy straightened the surviving furniture, and laughing at the destruction the wolves had caused, she busied herself tossing ruined bits of furniture out the front door. I helped her, taking a savage delight in breaking what I could.

The pack was coming, and once I let them in, I wouldn’t be able to escape them again.

I remembered their loathing of me.

My wolf had forgiven them, and she made no effort to mask her disgust at my wariness. Those who had acted against us were gone.

“Do you think there are any left?” I asked, snapping a broken chair leg in half just so I could feel the way it cracked in my hands.

Pausing in her similar destruction, Wendy regarded me with wolf-yellow eyes. “It’s possible.”

Muttering curses, I stalked into the kitchen. My Glock was on the counter, and I systematically checked the weapon, counted rounds, and wiggled into my holster, wearing it openly so all of my mate’s wolves could see it.

If they tried to hurt us again, blood would flow. Sanders was mine.

Anyone who tried to take him from me would learn how willing I was to pull the trigger. If they expected fear, all I would show them was my determination to protect him.

“That’s an interesting message,” Wendy murmured, considering my gun. A faint smile curved her lips. “I like it.”

She vanished while I plundered the cookie stash. When she returned, she wore a bone-gripped pistol at her side. “Can never be too careful.”

I agreed.
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As the Alpha female, Wendy greeted the arriving pack. I sat on the kitchen counter, far enough from my mate if any of the pack wanted to come near me, they had to do so intentionally. They came in groups of five or six with one human escorting them.

When Joseph arrived, his face was ashen. He set a jar on the counter beside me, and while the rest of the pack watched, he kissed my cheek. “You look tired.”

“Pot,” I muttered, making a grab for the pickles. Despite my wolf’s strength, the lid wouldn’t budge. Laughing, Joseph took it, popped it open, and offered it back.

“How many are coming?”

“Eighty, give or take a few,” he replied.

I regarded my Glock mournfully, wondering if calling Amber and Frank to ask for extra magazines classified as rude. If I put it in semi-automatic mode, I could protect my mate from a quarter of the potential risks, assuming I didn’t miss my mark.

Taking my worries out on a pickle, I chomped, narrowing my eyes as I considered the growing pile of wolves surrounding my mate. All I could see of him was his nose, which was pillowed on Desmond’s flank. “He’ll like that.”

“How has he been? What happened?”

“No one told you?” I blurted, staring at him in shock.

“Oops,” Wendy murmured, hopping on the counter beside me. She reached around me and grabbed a pickle. “Whoever throws up first loses.”

“Whoever throws up loses. We’ve been over this before.”

“Morning sickness?” Joseph asked, grimacing.

“All of the time sickness,” we chorused. I took one look at Wendy, bursting into laughter. I added, “She’s got it worse than me.”

“She’s also showing more than you are.” Joseph frowned. “You’re further along.”

My wolf was pleased with his worry. “The puppy is fine, Joe.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the head of every awake wolf turn in our direction. Taking a deep breath, Joseph held it, smiled at me, and exhaled long and slow. “Good. You’re still scrawny. You need to eat more. You are, too, Wendy. Are you drinking raspberry tea?” The scolding tone of his voice made me laugh.

“Does that actually work?” I demanded.

“A little,” Wendy admitted with a grimace. “I just don’t like it. It’s boring.”

“Make yourself some so you don’t puke pickles everywhere. If you want relish, you should ask for relish.”

I shuddered. “That is absolutely disgusting.”

“So drink your tea like the good bitches you are. Unless you ladies need anything, I’m going to go change.” Joseph yawned, turning his attention to the other wolves in our pack. “Stop staring. It’s rude. You whined and begged to come cuddle with Sanders, not stare at his bitch like she’s a critter in the zoo.”

“Oh, let them stare.” Wendy smirked, picked up a cookie, and offered it to me. “Although if you want to make Sanders really happy, you’ll drool and lament over how pretty she is tomorrow morning when he’s awake to enjoy it. I’ll be nice and warn you, puppies. Charles has claimed her as one of his little girls, so if you make her cry, you have him to face.”

Every last one of the wolves found something else to look at in a hurry, and I laughed at them. “You’re so mean, Wendy. Be nice.”

“I am being nice. I let them in my house, didn’t I?”
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Despite the presence of so many wolves, the house was quiet. Somehow, Wendy had managed to worm her way to the center of the mass of furry bodies so she could be near her mate. My wolf fretted, and while I was tired, sleep eluded me.

I was the only one awake to watch over the pack, and unwilling to disturb the tired wolves wanting to be near their Alphas, I paced the first floor. By the time the sun rose, I yawned with every other breath, cursing my stupidity.

It was one thing to attack a handful of Fenerec while in human form. It was another to take on an entire pack camped out as oversized canines.

Only a fool would try.

No matter how many times I told myself that, I worried. Unable to sit still, I tiptoed around the wolves, slipped into the bathroom, and cleaned it from top to bottom. Once it sparkled, I attacked the kitchen. When the counters gleamed, I made the mistake of cleaning the grout between the tiles near the sink, which forced me to crawl around on my hands and knees so there wasn’t only one clean section of floor.

My wolf observed my antics, and her amusement warmed me from within. The click of claws on the hardwood warned me at least one of the wolves was awake. A pale head peeked around the island and took in my sponge, bowl of sudsy water, and sparkling floor. Blinking at me with bright yellow eyes, the Fenerec cocked an ear back, stared at the floor, once again stared at me, and then focused on my holstered Glock.

Without any idea who the wolf was, I patted my weapon, bared my teeth in a grin, and said, “Safest kitchen ever. Cleanest, too.”

The wolf backed away, retreating in the direction of the pile of furry bodies.

“Maybe that wasn’t the best first impression,” I muttered beneath my breath, decided I didn’t care, and went back to scrubbing, determined to eradicate the few remaining patches of discolored grout. When I finished, I checked on the wolves.

A few were awake, watching me.

My misgivings remained. What if there were still traitors? I didn’t know the wolves who were awake; I couldn’t even tell Joseph apart from the others. While Desmond was close to protect my mate, was he enough if one of them tried something?

My second fear—that one of them would seek revenge for my part in the deaths of so many in our pack—gnawed away at me.

A final worry whittled at me, cutting even deeper than the rest. Even if I tried to be a part of the pack, would they want me? Sanders did, of that I had no doubt. The others had fifteen reasons to reject me. Without me, the traitors wouldn’t have been able to divide the pack or come so close to overthrowing their Alpha.

My mate still slept, nestled at the heart of the pile, far from my reach. If I wanted to go to him, I’d have to crawl over at least ten or twenty wolves. Wendy hadn’t minded disturbing them in her determination to reach Desmond.

I turned to head to the couch. A wolf with bright yellow fur and white splotches regarded me, head tilted to the side. I stepped back, my eyes widening. A sniff told me the Fenerec was male, though with so many around, I couldn’t discern more than that.

With his tongue lolling out of his mouth, he jabbed his nose at me, ears pricked forward. I sidestepped, stood on my toes, and spun away. I stepped over two wolves, dancing out of his reach.

He pranced in place, wagging his tail furiously. Once again he thrust his nose out at me.

“Hey, stop that,” I complained, batting his muzzle away.

Rearing up on his hind paws, he stood as tall as me, and with a warble, he shoved my shoulders. I fell back with a startled cry, landing on the pile of sleeping wolves. My elbow cracked into a wolf’s head, drawing a pained yip from my accidental victim and me.

Wiggling his rump like a cat preparing to pounce, the wolf watched me, his tongue lolling out of his mouth.

“No, wait, don’t—”

He jumped onto the pile, careful to avoid landing on me, though he showed no such consideration for his fellow wolves. Shoving his nose in my face, he dragged his tongue from my chin to my scalp. I yelped my dismay, twisting to escape his slobbery assault. Warbling so loud my teeth rattled together, he pressed his ice-cold nose to my throat.

My shriek woke the pack.

Excited yips drowned out my protests. The Fenerec turned on me and unleashed their most potent weapons: rancid morning breath and wet tongues.
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Slobber covered me from head to toe. In their enthusiasm, the wolves had tangled my hair, torn my shirt, and left behind countless bruises from their too-eager application of teeth. My wolf adored their play. I wanted to find a hole and hide in it until the Fenerec came to their senses.

My mate bowed and warbled at me, and like the instigating wolf, he wagged his tail so enthusiastically his entire body swayed.

“Well, someone’s happy,” Desmond said, emerging from the bathroom near the dining room, toweling his hair dry. “Good morning, Sara.”

I glared at the Alpha, and for a long moment, I considered shooting him for sounding so cheerful. The sight of him smiling had me reaching for my Glock, contemplating whether or not I could fill the wall behind him full of holes without hitting him.

“They licked me,” I snarled, flexing my hand. It took all of my will to lower my arm so I wouldn’t unholster my gun and open fire.

“You do look rather well bathed,” he replied.

“You helped them.”

“It looked like too much fun to resist.”

Wendy giggled. “They’re just excited and happy to see Sanders, and once excited, they lack restraint and dignity.”

“I noticed.”

Warbling at me again, Sanders rose up to his full height, rested his paws on my shoulder, and licked my cheek. After a sleepless night, I was too tired to fend him off—or support his weight. I sank to the floor, and with a contented huff, my mate flopped across my lap.

“Okay, mutts,” Desmond called out, clapping his hands together. “Time for you all to head home. I have a family to feed, which doesn’t involve the gluttonous appetites of all of you. Unless, of course, you want to help clean up the fur you’ve left in my house.”

They cleared out with awe-inspiring speed, leaving only the Fenerec needing to transform to drive the others home. Within forty minutes the pack was gone, and I breathed a sigh of relief.

The only thing worse than wet dog slobber was dried dog slobber, and wailing at the way my skin crawled, I shoved at my mate’s shoulder. “I need a bath or I’m going to die.”

Sanders cocked his ears back, sighed, and got up.

“Take a quick shower, Sara. We have a few things to discuss,” Desmond ordered.

“What? Really?” Snarling a curse, I staggered to my feet. “No. No, no, no, no, and no. I’m taking a bath. Once I have taken my bath, I’m going to bed. Talk to Richard. He has a nice mouth.”

Perking his ears forward, my mate headed to the bathroom, grabbing the folded pile of clothes waiting for him on the dining room table. The playful gleam in his eye promised trouble, and pleased I had captured his attention, I headed upstairs.
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I was seated on the edge of the filling tub when my mate wandered in wearing a towel and a smile. Pleasure sweetened his scent, but it was the alluring undertone of his arousal that caught and held my attention.

“What happened to your clothes?” I asked, arching a brow at him.

“Too much work. I wanted to save my strength for more important pursuits.”

“And Desmond?” I demanded, not bothering to mask my irritation.

“I told them talk could wait,” he murmured, prowling towards me. The husky quality of his voice sent shivers racing through me. “I also told them we were going to be very, very busy and wouldn’t appreciate a single interruption. I was nice and said please. Haven’t I been good?”

I loved the way he looked at me, his gaze sliding over me from head to toe before moving upward again. I especially liked the way he focused on my lips.

It’d been far too long since we’d had any time together alone, and I shivered from anticipation. Reaching down, I turned off the faucet, contemplating what I would do to and with my mate—and how I’d give him a taste of the benefits of the wolfsbane still in his system.

I smiled. “You’ve been good—mostly. Did you enjoy seeing your wolves this morning?”

“I was surprised to see them all. I enjoyed it very much. It’s been a long time since we’ve all been together like that. Wendy told me you invited them. Thank you.” He brushed his fingers against my cheek, and I closed my eyes and leaned into his touch.

“I just wanted to make you happy.”

“You have. You do. You made them happy, too.”

 “I don’t see how,” I muttered. “And if that made them happy, they have an odd way of showing it. They licked me. Gross.”

Leaning towards me, he murmured in my ear, “You don’t seem to mind it when it’s me.”

My wolf’s eagerness infected me, and growling, I scraped my teeth against his throat. “Is that so? I’m not sure what you’re talking about. You better show me,” I suggested.

He needed no other invitation.
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I never found out what Desmond wanted to talk about. I fell asleep in the tub and woke when my mate insisted on shoving food down my throat like it or not. Joseph had been right; I was scrawny. It took a week before I felt like I thought I should, although Sanders made disapproving noises each time I weighed myself.

We stayed with the Desmonds for two more weeks, partially at my insistence and partially at theirs.

In truth, I didn’t want to go to Sanders’s house. Between the creaky floors and the reminders of Mary, I wanted to start our new life together in a place belonging to us equally without old memories haunting us. I bided my time, waiting for word our new house was ready.

It was a little after noon when my cell rang. Excusing myself, I headed into the living room before answering, “Hello?”

The Shadow Pope replied, “Good morning, Sara. How are you today?”

“Is it ready?” I demanded.

He laughed. “It’s ready. Eager, aren’t you?”

Glancing over my shoulder, I cupped my hand over the phone in the hope my mate wouldn’t hear me. “I fell through the floor when we stopped by the other house last week. I’m lucky I didn’t break my foot. I sprained my ankle and ended up limping around like a cripple. I wanted to burn the place down, but Desmond wouldn’t let me.”

“Arson is illegal, even if you do own the building you’re burning down, Mrs. Sanders. In the interest of preserving your feet, however, I’ll see about a complete renovation on your other property. I’m certain we can come up with a mutually beneficial payment plan for the work.”

“Don’t you even think of letting him pay for it; I’ll pay for it myself,” I hissed.

“Why are you whispering?”

“If I don’t, they’ll hear me. Where can I get the keys for the house? Where is it? Give me the address!”

“You will find it very easy to get to, Mrs. Sanders. Merely make a left hand turn at the end of the driveway, go to the first four-way intersection, and make a left hand turn. It’s the house at the very end of the street. It’s in walking distance. As for the keys, someone is there with them. Try not to leave them waiting too long.”

I blinked. “You’re joking, right?”

“I thought it might be amusing if you were neighbors—and technically you are. You both own a great deal of forested land, which happens to share a property line.”

Wailing my dismay at our inability to escape the Desmonds, I hung up on the Shadow Pope.

“What’s wrong, Sara?” my mate demanded, hurrying into the room. With their eyes wide, Desmond and Wendy followed in his wake.

“We have a new house—one that won’t eat my feet. There is one very notable problem with this house,” I snarled, glaring at Desmond. “This is all your fault, isn’t it?”

Holding his hands up in surrender, Desmond shook his head. “It is no longer safe for my health to poke the pregnant bitches with sticks. I value my life. What have I done now?”

I sniffed, seeking the sour scent of a lie, but didn’t find even a hint of deceit. “You swear you had nothing to do with this?”

“With this mysterious problem with your new house? What’s wrong with it?”

I grabbed handfuls of my hair and yanked, howling my frustration. “All I want is a single night where the house doesn’t try to eat me and I don’t have to listen to you two compete to see who can scream the loudest.”

“What does that have to do with your new house?” Wendy asked, a puzzled expression on her face.

I sighed, hung my head, and mumbled, “They’re our neighbors, Matthew.”

Sanders sucked in a breath. “Come again?”

“Neighbors. It’s what happens when two households share a property line,” I informed him. “If I hear you two screaming—or making any other noises for that matter—I’m coming over and shooting you, Desmond. Tonight, I am getting a complete and undisturbed sleep. Am I understood?”

“Me?” Desmond blurted.

I couldn’t help myself; I smiled and giggled. “I like Wendy, so I can’t shoot her.”

Wendy laughed. “The Shadow Pope finally told you where your house is? Took him long enough.”

“There’s someone there now, waiting to give us the keys.” I headed into the kitchen, grabbed my purse, and dug through the bowl of trinkets on the counter for the keys to my car, which I tossed to Sanders. “Hurry!”

“The house isn’t going anywhere, Sara,” my mate replied, smiling at me.

I headed for the door. “One can never be too careful about these things.”
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The house was so new the stench of fresh paint lingered in the air. Like Desmond’s home, it was three stories and was surrounded by a large porch. Empty flowerbeds waited for my mate’s attention. The yard was freshly tilled and also needed a lot of care—and grass.

Dustin, Holly, and Barry were sitting on a porch swing protected from Seattle’s incessant drizzling.

“The love birds arrive with their chaperones,” Dustin said, hopping to his feet. “How convenient. Both bitches I need to check are here. I’m under orders to check all of you over. The Shadow Pope wants to ensure none of you came to any lasting harm. I keep trying to tell him I’m not a vet or a doctor. I do not see any of the Murphys here. Where are they?”

Desmond laughed. “They went home last week. Richard was anxious to return to his pack. There’s an armed guard around, so he didn’t feel like he was needed any longer.”

“I was told they were still here.” Dustin scowled. “He’s going to get cranky, Mr. Desmond.”

“You’ll survive, I’m sure. I’ll even be nice and stand still for you so you can at least say you looked at me. That’s something. Either way, you better deal with the newly mated first. I have a feeling they may join forces and murder us if we don’t give them some space.”

“You are the cause of it,” I reminded him. “Keys, please.”

Holly grinned and tossed me a keychain. “Finally got tired of sharing space with the Desmonds?”

“That was over a week ago,” I informed her. “They’re very nice, but I have plans, and the only person they involve is Matthew.”

“I think you delighted in interrupting us,” my mate murmured, glaring at Desmond. “Go home, and take these three with you when you go.”

“Yes, go home now. Go away,” I said, shooing the Desmonds away. “You can walk that far, I’m sure.”

“We can drop you off,” Holly offered. “When we’re done here, we’re heading to the airport to catch a flight home. Hurry up, Dustin. Do your part so we can get out of here.”

Sighing, Dustin grabbed my hand. He let me go moments later and repeated the process with my mate. “They’re fine, let’s go.”

“Did you even check?” Holly demanded.

“Cursory glance. Leave it, Holly. I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I want to go home,” the witch complained.

Clucking her tongue, Holly tapped her fingers at her side where her holster typically would rest. “Whine, whine, whine, Dustin. At least take the time to look Sara over carefully. It won’t take you more than twenty minutes to look them both over. Let’s go inside, then we can take the Desmonds home and head out ourselves.”

Narrowing my eyes, I pocketed the keys, unzipped my coat to draw my Glock, and pointed it at Dustin. “Inside, Dustin. You aren’t going anywhere until you check on my puppy.”

Dustin laughed, held his hands up in surrender, and opened the front door. “Okay, I know when to take a hint.”

Sanders scowled at me, disarming me and returning my gun to its holster. “Our puppy.”

“Possession is nine-tenths of the law, and my puppy is in my belly stealing my food—or making me throw it up. You can have a turn making claims in a few months,” I informed my mate, faking a sniffle.

Catching me in a hug, my mate pressed his nose against my neck. His breath warmed my skin. I pulled away and rewarded him with a kiss before heading inside.

Instead of empty rooms, I stepped into a living room furnished with a couch, armchair, a coffee table, and a love seat. A television hung on the wall, along with a cable box and some other equipment. I twisted around to glare at Desmond before turning to my mate. “Neither one of you will destroy anything. There will be no wild romping in this house. Am I understood?”

Desmond grinned at me. “I will limit my romping to my property, although I’m not responsible for any romping on Wendy’s part.”

The glare Wendy leveled at her mate made me laugh.

At Dustin’s gesture, I sat on the couch. It was made of suede, and I was so distracted by the soft texture I stopped paying attention to the witch.

He tugged on my hand to regain my attention. “You’re terrible at maintaining your weight, Sara. Eat more. Puke less. No more adventures for a little while. Your puppy seems fine to me, and you’re not in too bad shape yourself. Better than before by a notable margin.”

I smiled. “Thanks for coming out, Dustin.”

“Just don’t shoot me with your cute little toy,” the witch replied. “Your turn, Stud Muffin. The sooner I confirm you’re still alive, the sooner I’m out of your hair until next month. I swear, I’m going to find an actual doctor and make them come with me. This is way over my pay grade.”

My mate didn’t bother replying; he held out his arm to Dustin.

Making a thoughtful noise, the witch examined my mate. “You’re still leaner than I like, Uncle. Your muscle density is even lower than it was after you ran wild for a month. You need exercise, and you need a lot of it. Go to a gym if you can’t find any hard physical labor to keep you busy. Don’t make me ask Mom to come up here and feed you.”

Desmond frowned, watching my mate from the doorway. “I’ll take care of it, Dustin.”

The witch nodded, rising to his feet. “Good.”

Deciding I wasn’t going to interfere with Desmond’s posturing or his bossy ways, I asked, “You’re not a vampire, are you? Are you waiting for an invitation to come inside? Come in or stay out. Don’t hover in the doorway.”

Desmond smiled, stepped inside, and prowled around the living room. He disappeared down the hallway leading to other parts of the house, returning shortly later. “This’ll be a nice place.” After a moment, his smile widened into a huge grin, and he tapped his foot against the hardwood floor. “I don’t think you’ll be at any risk of falling through for at least a few years.”

I pointed at the door. “I changed my mind. Get out of my house.”

He laughed.
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After staying with the Desmonds for so long, the house was quiet—too quiet. I struggled to believe the home was ours; while it was furnished with the basics, nothing about the place had our touch, not yet.

Excitement coursed through me. The grief my mate wore like a second skin in his old home didn’t cling to him in our new one. He prowled, and I followed after him, enjoying the way his amber eyes took in every detail as he inspected every last item in every single room.

“He went overboard,” my mate complained, returning to the kitchen for the fifth time since he had started his inspection.

The kitchen connected to the dining room. One of the kitchen walls had a wall to wall window at counter height, overlooking a tilled yard ending in a forest. I pointed at the window. “Excessive.”

“Perfect,” my mate countered, kissing my cheek. “I can keep all sorts of house plants on the counter. A garden in the back would be nice. Maybe I can appease your wretched vegetarian nature that way.”

“Wretched!”

“Terribly so,” he murmured, snaking his arm around my waist to tug me closer to him. “But seeing as you like those horrible vegetables, I will provide them for you. Of course, I will insist you have a proper diet, including a lot of meat. I will even hunt for you in our forest. If you’re really nice to me, I’ll steal prey from Desmond’s territory.”

I laughed. “He’s going to come over here and beat you for your insolence. Haven’t you had enough of him chasing you around his house since I told him you’d call him Dad? You haven’t cracked yet. I have to admit I’m impressed.”

“I certainly have not. He’s going to have to do a lot better than that. Maybe he can trick Alex and Richard, but there’s no way he’s tricking me.” Smiling at me, my mate kissed the tip of my nose. “I’m sorry my house tried to kill you.”

“I’m afraid until you fix every single board in that place, you’ll just have to live with me in this nice house. I’m sure I can keep you amused, somehow. You can make a nice yard for our puppy. It needs to be better than Desmond’s yard. You can do that for me, can’t you?”

“Oh, so when you want me to make a nice yard for you, it’s our puppy? I see how it is. You’re such a naughty little bitch.”

“That’s why you love me,” I informed him.

He laughed. “That’s only one of the reasons why. So, you want a yard for our puppy. What else do you want?”

I considered the tilled soil outside, pulling free of Sanders so I could turn around and take in the kitchen and dining room. In time, our house would become a home. Before I had met Sanders, having a home had been nothing more than a fleeting dream.

The most important thing in my life was right in front of me, and he was mine. “What else could I possibly want? I have you.”

He smiled, caught me in a hug, and said nothing.

No more words were necessary, which made me happiest of all.
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