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Chapter One







The world was full of corpses, and I, Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, knew them by name. Unfortunately for me, my brother knew my secret.

When my brother asked for help, it usually involved unidentified bodies or paperwork. When he had showed up at my door, I hadn’t expected an invitation to join an Inquisition field operation, one dangerous enough to warrant the use of my brother’s armored truck. He had me dead to rights when he told me I’d be driving, and judging by the way he had smirked while spinning the keys around his finger, he had known it.

I doubted the red-painted, tempting seductress of a monstrosity could be eliminated by anything other than a missile or a tank; even if someone wanted to blast their way in, they’d need a ladder to reach the door. I wasn’t small, not at six foot three, and I needed the help of the step rail and roll bar to climb in. The rest of the team needed me to give them a hand.

I drew a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. I should have refused my twin and ignored the lure of driving his absurd, stupid truck. I should have told him I would do a stint at the Inquisition headquarters shuffling papers and naming dead people instead of pretending I was trained for field operations.

Drumming my hands against the leather wheel, probably the only normal thing in the truck, I waited. The manila envelope on the dashboard mocked me, reflecting in the windshield as I watched the darkening forest for any signs of the team’s return. Once I opened it, I’d know more about the operation and its Inquisitors than I wanted. I’d know the names and faces of the dead, and if my bad luck held, I’d get a glimpse of their final moments.

The dead were vindictive like that.

I leaned forward, resting my forehead on my hands. My brother had been in enough of a hurry to get me into his truck and on the road I hadn’t had time to change out of my suit. Combat boots, fatigues, and Kevlar protected the Inquisitors. I wore a silk dress shirt and an equally thin jacket a bullet would ignore before tearing a hole through me.

Clenching my teeth, I bumped my forehead against the wheel as I cursed my idiocy.

A smart man would’ve put the idling engine into gear and left. If I did that, I’d be the target of my very own Inquisition operation. I doubted even the Red Beast could withstand a pack of angry Fenerec armed with more firepower than the military. They had missiles, and I had supplied all six warheads to them. If they launched one at the truck, they’d blow it—and me—into scrap metal and unidentifiable bits.

I turned my head to check the clock. In ten minutes, it’d be time to rip open the envelope and find out how the operation was going. If things went well, the photographs would tell a story where the Inquisition’s victims were dead and my team still lived. My brother had been adamant about the next part of my directions: if half of my team was dead by sunset, I was to take the Red Beast and get out of the area fast.

Fast was something the truck could do. I had clocked it at a hair over a hundred miles per hour over the rabbit trail of a road leading into Oconee National Forest, much to the dismay of the nine passengers crammed into the cab with me.

In a way, I felt sorry for my brother. He thought he knew me. He thought he could guess what I’d do, like he was so good at doing as the Inquisition’s youngest Shadow Pope. Unfortunately for him, while I had nodded my acknowledgment of his orders, I had no intention of abandoning the Inquisitors, and the team knew it. They had stared at me like I’d grown a second head for daring to disobey orders within five minutes of receiving them, but I wasn’t about to have a pack of Fenerec haunting me for getting them killed unnecessarily.

If everything went well, I’d do as my brother wished, staying in the Red Beast while my team did their dirty work. Once done, I’d drive the Fenerec pack home, clearing away a year of obligation to the Inquisition as payment.

If things didn’t go well, I would do what I could for them. The world was full of corpses, but if any of the Inquisitors numbered among the dead, it wouldn’t be because I had abandoned them. If I were going to be responsible for someone’s death, it’d be because I chose to tap a bullet between their eyes. Of course, I’d have to be close to my target to hit them, but that was a different matter entirely.

I checked the time again.

Five minutes gave me enough time to double check my gun, a vanilla Beretta M9 I had snatched on my way out the door. I preferred something heavier, but the M9 would suffice. It was loaded with silver, and that’d stop a Fenerec for a bit—or kill it, if my aim was good enough.

I wasn’t willing to make any bets on that.

If I needed the Beretta, it was because the team was in trouble, and I had left the Red Beast in favor of stupid heroics without the benefit of body armor and heavy munitions. If I didn’t get myself killed, my brother was going to finish me off when—if—I made it home.

I took my time checking the magazine before chambering a round, turning the safety on, and holstering the gun. Drawing a deep breath, I held it to the count of thirty before letting it out. The manila envelope was filled with photographs and a few sheets of paper. Dumping the contents onto the Red Beast’s dash, I flicked on the overhead light and used the reflections in the windshield to flip the twenty-three photographs and the stapled sheets of paper upside down.

So long as I didn’t directly look at the faces of the men and women the Inquisition meant to kill, my magic wouldn’t work. The photographs belonged to the wild Fenerec pack living too close to civilization, slated for execution. The papers, which consisted of three sheets, included the pictures of the eight men and one woman on my team. If they died, I’d learn their true names instead of the code names they favored during field operations.

I sighed, watching as the vestiges of sunset faded from the sky. In the dark of night, I would begin my own hunt—one my brother wouldn’t approve of. If he had wanted obedience, he wouldn’t have come to me asking for help. He should’ve known better than to think I would turn my back on those entrusted to my care.

I lifted my chin and began my grim task of flipping over photographs so I might learn the names of the dead. Of the twenty-three, one still lived, and all I could see in her jade eyes was accusation.




~~*~~




It took me ten minutes to work up the courage to pick up the stapled pages. The faces and names of the dead wouldn’t hurt me, not really, but I had spent an hour getting to know them as we chatted in the cab, at least when they weren’t cursing at me for putting the Red Beast through its paces. To them, I was only a human with a touch of witchcraft, someone entirely useless in their field.

My brother was a lot of things, but I had to give him credit; he knew how to manipulate the Inquisition into believing subtle falsehoods. The Inquisitors knew I could sense gemstones when I wanted to.

They knew nothing about my ability to learn the names of the dead.

An hour stuck in close confines with people capable of tearing me to shreds had done a lot to nurture a sense of comradeship with them. For the duration of the operation, we were a team.

Being behind the wheel and driving recklessly enough to make them nervous had helped with that. I’d never be pack with them, but I had claimed my place as leader from the minute they’d buckled into my brother’s truck until they left for their op. When they returned, I’d be the leader once again. I was responsible for getting them home safely.

I didn’t want to be burdened with their deaths.

I drew a deep breath and let it out in a controlled, long exhale. I flipped over the papers.

Instead of a traditional cover letter, my twin’s face greeted me. He was grinning, flipping his middle finger at the camera. Judging from the camera angle and image quality, he’d taken the shot with his cell. If the Red Beast hadn’t been an indicator of my brother’s utter lack of dignity, the photograph was proof—and blackmail material that I would file away for another time. Below his picture was a photo of a woman. She was seated at a conference table. Her brown, short-cropped hair hung in front of her eyes, and she was so absorbed in her work that I doubted she had any idea that my brother had been snapping images of her with his phone. If my guess was right, my brother had his very first girlfriend.

I had to give him credit; she was pretty enough to take a second look at.

“How inappropriate,” I muttered, shaking my head at my brother’s tactless method of showing off his lady to me in a way the Inquisition couldn’t track. The truck wasn’t equipped with cameras—none that relayed to Inquisition headquarters, at least. The only one who had access to the truck’s surveillance system was my brother, who was nestled safe at home, probably watching television.

Flipping to the second sheet, I braced for the worst, only to discover a timeline of the operation, including when I was supposed to flip to the next page. According to the clock, I had ten minutes to waste, waiting inside the belly of the Red Beast.

I skimmed the rest of the orders. Everything was as my brother had described. If all went well, in ten minutes, I’d be on the road with the team.

What the orders didn’t include was what to do about any survivors. I glanced at the photograph of the jade-eyed woman. She was still alive. Worry and tension tightened in my chest. She tempted me into a lot of things, including ignoring the itinerary altogether.

Muttering a curse at her and at the Inquisition Fenerec, I flipped to the next page, tearing the sheet in my hurry.

One by one, I stared at the faces of the Inquisitors I had driven to Oconee National Forest, located an hour outside of Atlanta. One by one, I knew their true names, subsuming the code names they’d called each other during the drive. I shuddered. What could kill something as tough as a Fenerec?

Throwing the pages onto the dash, I spat curses at myself for playing by the rules and them for having gotten killed trying to take out a wild Fenerec pack preying on park visitors. Sweeping my hand out, I shoved aside the pictures of the dead to snatch up the image of the jade-eyed woman to reassure myself she still lived. I slipped her picture into my pocket.

With the Inquisitors dead, I had no reason to remain. Still, I fretted about the sole survivor, even though the possibility was high that she had been the one to kill my fellow Inquisitors. If I were smart, I’d change gears and leave. Instead, I stared at her picture, wondering how such a delicate lady managed to survive an Inquisition on her own. What sort of wolf was she?

Sighing, I turned off the engine and pocketed the keys. I snatched the dashboard’s GPS unit and shoved it into my jacket pocket. It’d probably take some tinkering to get the device to pick up the transmitters from the Inquisitors, but I’d manage; like the Inquisition’s missiles, I had acquired the gadgets in the first place.

If I couldn’t make the GPS work and pick up the Inquisitors’ trail, I’d be ashamed of myself.

Just in case someone did find the truck, I gathered the remaining photographs and the stapled sheets of paper and stuffed them back into their envelope. Folding it up, I shoved it into my belt.

Opening the door, I glared at the ground, which was a long way down even by my skewed standards. I jumped out without the assistance of the roll bar or the step, grunting as I landed. Locking the truck was an exercise in futility, but I did it anyway, if only to prevent my brother from adding it to the list of things he’d tan my hide over later. With the Inquisitors dead and the lone survivor likely a wolf, no one was going to steal it.

A worried laugh worked its way out of me. My brother was going to eat me for dinner once he finished berating me over the poor timing of my chauvinistic male pig tendencies. I could hear him already, scolding me for going to the rescue of a Fenerec lady who could rip my arms from their sockets if she wanted to.

He’d be right, too, but I wasn’t going to admit it, not to him or anyone else.

Checking my gun once again, I headed into the forest in the direction the Inquisitors had headed hours before.




~~*~~




It didn’t take me long to lose the trail, leaving me to rely on the GPS to hunt the Inquisitors down. When I powered it on, I was relieved to find that it had been preprogrammed with the Fenerec’s transponders. According to the device, I had a two-mile hike in dress shoes ahead of me. I glared at the backlit screen, but the reading didn’t change.

Next time, I’d leave a pair of hiking boots or sneakers near my door. On second thought, I’d just slam the door on my brother and tell him to find someone else to sacrifice. The lure of driving the Red Beast wouldn’t catch me a second time. If he wanted to bribe me using a car, he’d need something a lot faster—and sleeker—to tempt me. I considered it a lesson learned.

My brother never played getaway driver, nor would he get the chance. I was expendable. He wasn’t. If anything, the Inquisition would be happy to be rid of me, as I confused the hierarchy with my existence. I was older by a few minutes, but thanks to my witchcraft, the mantle of Shadow Pope belonged to my twin.

It kept me alive, off the active duty roster for the most part, and away from the other Inquisitors. In that, my brother had done right by me.

I sighed, shaking my head at the GPS display, and stretched. At the risk of breaking an ankle, I headed off at a jog. If I pushed my luck and ran my usual pace, it’d take a little under twenty minutes for me to reach the transponders and my team’s bodies. With luck, the Fenerec woman wouldn’t be far from the massacre. I hoped she wouldn’t tear my head off when I tried to help her.

At least no one had told me I couldn’t rescue any of the targeted Fenerec; for all I knew, she might have accepted her transformation into a wolf so she wouldn’t be eaten by the rogue pack. I’d heard stories of such things happening from other Inquisitors, though I hadn’t met anyone coping with those circumstances yet. From my experience—and the fact that she was one of two women featured in the photos—Fenerec females were about as rare as male witches.

We had both drawn short straws in our lives.

For better or worse, the moon neared being full, which offered me enough light to see by. It didn’t spare me from the roots hidden beneath the leaves blanketing the forest floor, though I managed without falling on my face. When I was a quarter of a mile from the transponders, I slowed to a walk, pulling out the woman’s photo from my pocket. She still lived.

With luck, I would find her before she found me, allowing me a chance to prove I wasn’t out for her blood like my teammates. Being ripped apart by the woman I wanted to rescue was on the bottom of my list of ways to die. Old age topped the list, though at the rate I was going, that wish was about as substantial as pipe smoke.

The thought woke my craving for a cigarette, a habit I had defeated at my wife’s request, broken a mere week before she’d died five years ago. I stumbled to a halt, struggling against the urge to crumple the woman’s photograph.

Maybe it was a trick of the moonlight, but she had Suzanne’s eyes—the deep, hard green of a jade dragon, equally fierce and majestic. If the woman’s eyes had been brown or blue, would I have cared?

The picture wrinkled in my tightening grip. The answer was part of the reason my wife had chosen to marry me. I wouldn’t have cared. I wouldn’t have cared at all. The woman likely needed help, and I was the only one who could aid her. Who else would go out after a Fenerec without being one? Not many would. My brother would be furious at my stupidity and foolish heroics, but my sweet, quiet Suzanne would have understood.

Five years hadn’t done a whole lot to dull the edge of my grief for her and our unborn child. I still missed her. I hadn’t been able to save them from the car accident that had claimed their lives. If I had been there, if I had been the one driving instead of Suzanne, would it have made a difference? Instead, I had been working for the Inquisition. I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths.

Suzanne was dead. The jade-eyed Fenerec lived. Later, I would confess all of my sins at my wife’s grave. Pocketing the crumpled photograph and the GPS unit, I stalked through the trees, wincing as I stepped on each and every twig on my way to the Fenerec’s den. I was close enough I didn’t want the light from the unit betraying my presence to anyone who didn’t happen to hear me.

I was so focused on what was ahead that I didn’t notice the wolf until I tripped over it. I fell hard, sprawling over the animal. It wiggled beneath me, yipping in pain. A mouth full of teeth snapped at me, and I recoiled to dodge them, backing away with my heart in my throat. At maybe thirty pounds, the wolf looked more like a coyote—if coyotes had reddish fur. I was pretty certain they didn’t.

The wolf’s eyes gleamed in the moonlight. Instead of snarling at me, the animal put its ears back, struggling to crawl away from me. One of its hind legs dragged uselessly behind it. Jade-rimmed, golden eyes remained fixed on me.

If the small wolf wasn’t the woman from the photograph, I’d be astounded—unless someone other than the Inquisition had been out hunting unnatural canines. Despite everything I’d been told about injured Fenerec, she didn’t attack me, which I considered to be a promising sign. Maybe she wouldn’t try to rip my face off.

I kept still and said in as soft a tone as I could manage, “I’m not going to hurt you.” While my voice wasn’t particularly deep, my words rumbled in my effort to stay quiet.

She froze, staring at me with widening eyes. The jade rimming her pupils brightened in the moonlight.

I murmured a prayer of thanks for my good fortune. With the Fenerec woman with me, I wouldn’t have to head deeper into the forest and closer to the den, which was likely ground zero of the battle between the rogue Fenerec and the Inquisitors.

“Don’t worry, ma’am. I’ll get you out of here safe and sound.” With slow, exaggerated movements, I shrugged out of my suit jacket. When the wolf didn’t react, I draped it over her. She whined when I touched her. Wincing at the thought of hurting her more, I hesitated. I’d be whining too if I had a hole in my leg. I couldn’t see the injury, but her fur matted where she bled. “Will you please let me take a look at your leg?”

The wolf’s gaze met mine, and after a long, tense moment, she nodded. Like my movements, hers were slow and deliberate. With a click of her teeth, she closed her jaws. Her docility alarmed me almost as much as my close proximity to an injured Fenerec. I’d been warned about the nature of injured Fenerec. My orders had been clear in that regard; if any of them were hurt, they rode in the back, even if all nine ended up there instead of up front with me.

If a Fenerec went on a pain-induced rampage, I’d be a mauled corpse by the time they were finished. Injured didn’t mean helpless, although I had a hard time believing the she-wolf was much of a threat.

The little wolf whined at the pressure of my hands on her leg, but she kept still. I worked my fingers into her matted fur, finding the entry wound by touch. She snapped her teeth at me though she didn’t bite. The thought of her tearing a chunk out of me birthed a cold sweat on my brow.

Shifting my grip on her, I ran my hand over my jacket towards her head until I reached her neck, taking hold of her scruff so I could pin her down. With my other hand, I searched for the exit wound, instead finding the lump of a bullet under her skin.

Swallowing back my desire to curse—one simply didn’t spew vile epitaphs in front of a lady, Fenerec or otherwise—I said, “I’ll need to cut it out. I don’t know if it’s silver.”

If she’d been shot by the Inquisition, the bullet was silver-forged, a hollow point with enough of the metal coating the jacket to ensure a struck Fenerec would eventually die. I’d done the final ammunitions check for the team since I was the only one who could touch them without being burned.

She whined, her eyes widening.

The pocketknife attached to my keys made a poor tool for surgery, but it was all I had. I hoped she’d forgive me and that I wasn’t about to give her an infection trying to save her. Mumbling to myself, I adjusted how I knelt, pressing one of my knees against her shoulders and neck so I could free my hand to work on her leg.

“Please don’t bite me, ma’am.” Once I was certain I had her as pinned as possible without hurting her further, I took hold of her leg, clenched my teeth, and sliced my knife over the lump, hoping I wasn’t driving the silver deeper into the muscle in the process. Blood—too dark to be red—gushed from the cut. Tossing aside my keys, I considered the bullet. Digging it out would hurt her, and there was nothing I could do to ease her pain. If the Fenerec were like other animals, she’d be howling before I finished.

The last thing I wanted was to attract unwanted attention, so I risked wrapping my fingers around her muzzle to keep her jaws closed. She thrashed beneath me, her yips and growls muffled by my hold on her.

Focusing on her leg, I located the bullet with my index finger and thumb, pinching beneath the projectile to force it out of the muscle. Her muffled cries grew louder as I worked the silver out of the wound. Blood spurted as I forced the round out. It fell to the ground, disappearing into the fallen leaves.

The Fenerec moaned, shuddering beneath me.

“All done, ma’am,” I whispered as soothingly as I could. Stabbing a Fenerec in order to remove a silver bullet topped the list of crazy things I’d done in my life, most of which I had accomplished within the past twelve hours. Driving my brother’s Red Beast like a sports car came a close second, leaving my black market racket, all done on behalf of the Inquisition, for third place. At least my illegal business dealings paid well, considering the risks involved.

While I didn’t want my hand anywhere near her teeth, something unavoidable if I wanted to let go of her muzzle, I loosened my grip, hoping I moved slow enough to avoid stirring her ire further.

The Fenerec moved lightning fast, I had to give her that much. Before I was aware she had struck, her jaws closed around my left hand. Instead of biting, her silky tongue curled around my fingers, coating me with slobber.

I stared at her, a lump in my throat choking off my breath. While her fangs didn’t penetrate my skin, I was aware of each and every one of them pressing into me. Maybe she didn’t weigh much, but I had no doubts she was warning me what she was capable of.

When our staring contest began was a mystery, but I couldn’t force myself to look away, something I should’ve done. Fenerec didn’t like humans challenging them. My brother had made a point of mentioning that fact several times while surrendering the keys to his precious monstrosity of a truck. Don’t meet their gaze had been rule number one. Lower my head and look submissive had been rule number two. If I played their game as they wanted, I’d walk away intact, without so much as a scratch to show for my interactions with my volatile teammates.

Her gold and green eyes held mine, drowning my awareness of anything besides the feel of her fur under my one hand and her fangs and tongue on the other. The need for air burned my lungs. I should’ve done something other than gawk at her like an idiot, but I couldn’t. Like me, she seemed equally powerless—or too stubborn—to look away.

That both comforted and pleased me, and I didn’t know why.

A bright flash accompanied by a concussive blast broke my concentration. My ears rang while balls of light burst and danced in my vision.

The Fenerec’s fangs tore into me.


Chapter Two







I wasn’t sure why I was lying on the ground.

The Fenerec had stopped using me as a chew toy in favor of crawling all over me, her paws pressed against my chest with her cold, wet nose pressed against my throat. She huddled close to me, shivering as though it were deep winter instead of late spring.

Within fifty feet of me, the underbrush smoldered, but recent rainfalls kept the damp foliage and leaves from igniting. Farther into the forest, where I suspected the den had once been, were the burning ruins of fallen trees, filling the air with smoke. The scattered bits and pieces of my memory fell together.

There had been an explosion.

I shook my head, and at my movement, the Fenerec’s ears pricked forward. My ears hurt worse than my hand, and the ringing in my head deafened me to any other sound. I felt more than heard the little wolf’s whine. She wiggled, shoving her head under my chin.

If it weren’t for the jade in her eyes and the fact she seemed to understand what I was saying, I would’ve suspected her to be a regular dog, not a Fenerec. Fenerec weren’t supposed to be cute, cuddly, or friendly—especially not when hurt. The blood of a prey species, humans included, was supposed to bring out the predator in them. While I was well aware she was a predator, I didn’t feel like prey.

I couldn’t bring myself to fault her for mauling me. The explosion had caught us both by surprise. I tried to piece together why I was lying against a tree. Had we been close enough for it to knock me over? I remembered the flash-bang of the detonation, but nothing afterward. Wincing, I lifted my hand to inspect the damage. The gashes, both on my palm and the back of my hand, had already stopped bleeding for the most part, although a few of the deeper wounds still oozed blood. Bracing against the pain I was about to subject myself to, I flexed my fingers.

All of them moved. The wounds pulled and hurt about as much as my throbbing ears, but the Fenerec hadn’t done enough damage to impair my movement. With luck, I wouldn’t need stitches. How long did it take gashes to cease bleeding? I couldn’t remember. I estimated longer than twenty minutes, but less than an hour.

Using my elbow so I wouldn’t put my hands at risk of another bite, I fended her off so I could sit up. She sprawled on my lap, pressing her head against my stomach. The back of my head ached, and when I reached up to touch it, I discovered a tender lump behind my ear. I had no recollection of hitting anything, though judging how I was sprawled against the trunk of a tree, I must have smacked into it one way or another.

If I had been close enough for the explosion to knock me flat, why wasn’t I dead? My ears hurting I understood; concussive bursts could easily rupture eardrums. It didn’t take much to damage someone’s hearing. But if I had been close enough for the blast to flatten me, I should have been hit with a lot of debris.

I couldn’t remember any of the details. Making a frustrated noise I couldn’t hear, I pinched my nose, drew a deep breath through my mouth, and attempted to pop my ears. Pain lanced through me, but after shaking my head, sounds began filtering in.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

“Well, isn’t that just wonderful,” I muttered, thinking of all of the unsavory words I wouldn’t utter in the Fenerec’s presence. My voice sounded muffled and distorted thanks to the incessant ringing in my skull. “We better get out of here.”

The Fenerec rolled over, tucking her paws close to her belly and stretching out her neck in what I thought was supposed to be a submissive position. Her behavior baffled me, and uncertain of what I had done to either alarm or worry her, I risked working my injured hand under her neck to scratch her behind her ears. If she decided to take another bite out of me, at least I could limit the damage to my left hand. “It’s all right,” I murmured, keeping my tone as soft and gentle as possible. “It’s not your fault.”

The blame was mine for having put my hand near her teeth in the first place. The explosion hadn’t helped matters any.

I didn’t know if blowing up part of Oconee National Forest had been part of the plan; I hadn’t been briefed on the details of the operation, and I hadn’t asked. I left the fieldwork to the trained Inquisitors. I had limited my involvement to driving the truck and checking their silver ammunition. Considering the fact my team was dead, they had either set a timer or someone else had come along behind them and cleaned up. That worried me almost as much as the fact I was going against the Inquisition in order to help the Fenerec sprawled over my lap. She was still lying on her back, her belly and neck exposed, with her tail tucked as though expecting me to beat her for having reacted violently to the explosion.

Watching her cringe when I turned my head to get a better look around pissed me off.

I had no idea what had been used to tear a hole into the forest and destroy the Fenerec den, but it’d been strong; the blast had created a crater in the middle of the forest. Without the typical Georgia spring rain, the entire forest would’ve been aflame from the explosion. My brother hadn’t given me instructions on what to do if the forest burned; then again, I wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near the den in the first place.

I likely wouldn’t have heard the explosion if I had followed my orders. I would have been long gone in the Red Beast, barreling towards Atlanta as fast as the truck could go, with a speeding ticket as my biggest concern. But no, I had chosen to stay.

If I hadn’t, the little wolf would have died.

I sighed, easing the Fenerec to the ground before staggering to my feet. Hissing at the pain of spasming muscles in my back, I stretched away the worst of the kinks. “I’m going to have to carry you,” I warned the wolf in a soft voice.

When she made no attempts to flee, I knelt to pick her up. She whined as I scooped her into my arms, wrapping her in my suit’s jacket. Concern overrode my worry at having her teeth so close to my arm; she weighed far less than I thought she should. I clenched my teeth, hoping that her flinching was from the pain of the gunshot wound rather than abuse.

If someone had given her reason to flinch, I’d make them regret it one way or another. No one hit a lady around me. No one, not for any reason.

I drew a deep, long breath. Once I got her out of the forest and safe from the Inquisition, I’d worry about nursing her back to health and making certain no one lifted their hand against her again. That much I could do. But first, I had to get us both out of Oconee alive. My responsibility for the death of her pack would need to be addressed later—along with facing the consequences for helping a rogue Fenerec I had been tasked with eliminating.

Why couldn’t I do anything the easy way?

Shifting the Fenerec in my arms, I twisted my wrist to check my watch. In less than an hour, my brother would be expecting me with his very, very expensive truck. I needed to figure out how to deal with her before he sent someone after me—or find a way to make him look somewhere else for me until I had a chance to hide the little wolf.

I twisted around to stare at the destruction; I could feel the deaths of the trees, animals, and Fenerec as a chill. I shuddered. Dread cramped my stomach, and I turned away before I caught glimpses of the final moments of the Inquisitors and their victims.

I had more important things to do, which included dealing with the Inquisition and my twin. The Red Beast had more GPS transponders on it than I could easily remove. Even my Inquisition-issued cell was tracked. All I had to do to bring a lot of unwanted attention was break it, which would notify the Inquisition of the phone’s last recorded location. If I wanted to escape my brother’s watch, I’d have to dump the cell and the truck. Until I found a place to hide the Fenerec and make her safe, I couldn’t let my brother find me.

The cell was easy enough. I’d drop it near the truck for someone to find.

But how could I make it so the Inquisition wouldn’t come looking for me right away? That was the real problem. If my twin was being cautious, he was probably aware I hadn’t left the forest.

The first thing I needed to do was make it back to the Red Beast. From there, I’d make a plan. Hopefully, the blast hadn’t been the result of an Inquisition cleanup crew, but rather a planned detonation to make sure the den wasn’t used again. If it was a cleanup crew, we were already in a lot of trouble. They’d know the names and appearances of everyone on the team, myself included.

They would know I had, against orders, left the truck. If there was a second team out in the forest, what were their plans for me? I didn’t want to believe my brother would have me eliminated, but it was always a possibility.

Forgive and forget was not a concept practiced by the Inquisition.

Biting back my desire to curse, I marched towards the truck. I needed a little luck, the sort of luck that would ensure there wasn’t a team of angry Inquisitors waiting for me at the Red Beast. Too many questions rattled about in my head as I retraced my steps, setting the Fenerec down every now and then to check the GPS so I wouldn’t get lost.

One possibility worried me more than the rest: would my twin actually betray me to the Inquisition? With a sinking feeling, I realized I didn’t know, not for certain. We didn’t see each other for more than a few minutes each year. I didn’t want to believe it. He’d been grinning with boyish enthusiasm as he had bribed me with the prospect of driving the Red Beast.

The Inquisition itself was a more likely risk. The higher ups serving my brother didn’t like me; they probably feared that my witchcraft would infect my pristine, Normal brother, who couldn’t use any form of magic to save his life. While I had outed myself as a witch at age five, I hadn’t told anyone other than my brother that I could sense the names of the dead. Was my ability enough to warrant my execution?

Probably.

After all, they had sent nine heavily armed Fenerec to kill a rogue pack, including the frightened wolf I carried. Sure, she had given me a nasty bite, but it hadn’t been her fault. The explosion had taken us both by surprise. There was nothing either one of us could have done to prevent it.

Once I made it back to the Red Beast, I’d figure out what to do.




~~*~~




All was quiet when we made it to the Red Beast. Kneeling down beside the truck, I gingerly set the wolf down. With a quiet whine, she licked at my fingers. Several of the gashes still bled, resulting in my hand being so caked in blood it looked like I wore a glove.

Before I could deal with her, I needed to make sure I didn’t bleed to death.

“There are bandages inside,” I informed her. “I’ll get them, take care of this mess, and then I’ll wrap your leg.” There was also a laptop stashed away under one of the seats, but I wasn’t certain if I wanted to risk using it; like every other electronic device the Inquisition owned, it was riddled with tracking software, GPS, and God-only-knew what else. I didn’t have the time to sterilize it.

After I took care of our injuries, I’d decide what to do. Unlocking the truck, I clambered inside, wincing as I managed to pull open another one of the bites. It didn’t take me long to smear blood all over the leather interior. By the time I finished crawling into the backseat of the cab, I had managed to leave several handprints on the cushions, the back of the driver’s seat, and even on the window.

My hand bled enough to both worry and amuse me. I snatched the first aid kit from under the seat, covering it with enough crimson to make it look like a war had been fought in the cab. Hauling my prize back to the front seat, I settled down behind the wheel, set the kit on the dashboard, and popped it open.

The jade-eyed woman stood beside me, perched on the Red Beast’s step, and she said in a husky, soft voice, “Why don’t you let me help with that?”

My heart took residence in my throat, cutting off my ability to breathe. It hadn’t taken me more than five minutes to get into the truck and dig out the kit. It had taken the Fenerec on my team at least three times as long to transform. Swallowing my startled curse, I shuffled to the edge of the driver’s seat, my hand dropping to the gun holstered at my side.

She waited patiently, a slight smile on her lips. Once again, her eyes held mine. It wasn’t until she started crawling into the Red Beast, worming her way onto the driver’s seat with me, that I realized she wasn’t wearing anything at all. Without looking away from me, she reached up and turned on the cab’s overhead light. Her hair was a rich auburn with more red than brown, similar in shade to her fur.

“You helped me. Let me help you,” she murmured, sliding closer.

There needed to be a law against a woman with a smoky voice talking to me while she was nude and we were alone. I tried to swallow back the lump in my throat, focusing my gaze on her tanned nose so I wouldn’t get too good of a look at her. Drawing a shaky breath, I scooted to the passenger’s seat, unable to tear my gaze away. My voice sounded as husky as hers when I replied, “I’d appreciate that, ma’am.”

I blamed the smoke rather than the fact I wanted to know if the rest of her was as tanned and freckled as her nose and cheeks. I would’ve appreciated her putting on the jacket I had left with her, but she had other ideas. Without any indication her leg bothered her, she pursued me to the other side of the cab until she sat perched on the edge of the driver’s seat, her knees pressed against the side of my leg.

I didn’t dare let my gaze drop below her lips.

“Your hand,” she demanded.

Holding out my arm for the Fenerec unnerved me almost as much as her close proximity. I was as aware of her beside me as I was of the fact that she could transform and shred me to pieces if she desired. She could probably overpower me without turning into a wolf in order to take advantage of her sharp, pointy teeth. There was a bent metal rod in the back one of the team had used to prove they weren’t all talk, not that I had needed much convincing.

Her being a woman likely didn’t mean she was much weaker than the males of her kind.

With a gentle touch, she scraped and dabbed away enough of the blood caking my hand to apply butterfly strips to the worst of the gashes. She smeared a liberal amount of antibiotic ointment over the wounds before applying a Tefla pad and wrapping the whole mess up in a self-adhering bandage.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I murmured, determined to be polite even though I wanted to make a very quick escape out of the truck to retrieve my jacket for her before I caught too good of a glimpse. I cursed myself for my weakness.

It’d been too long since I had kept any woman company for more than a few minutes, let alone one as pretty as the Fenerec.

“You cut the bullet out, but you’re with them. Your scent is all over this truck, as is theirs. Why?” Her words were spoken in a growl, which rumbled in her throat. While she’d never be a soprano, her voice wasn’t deep either. Her grip on my arm tightened, confirming my suspicions about her strength.

If I wanted to keep all of my limbs intact, I needed to take care with what I said and learn to avoid staring into her eyes. I was pretty sure that classified as a challenge to Fenerec. If I looked away, however, I’d see more than I should.

I was tempted, and that bothered me almost as much as the risk of her ripping my arm from its socket if I pissed her off.

I was in a lot of trouble.

She growled at me, wordlessly demanding an answer.

“I don’t hurt women, ma’am,” I replied, both grateful for and cursing my response. Fenerec, so far as I knew, could smell lies, and I didn’t want to give her a reason to rip my throat out. Women, however, often didn’t like hearing that bit of truth about me. Since I was already neck-deep in trouble with her, I added, “I don’t hurt the helpless, either.”

When she didn’t say anything, move, or start snarling at me, I shrugged and said, “I try not to lie to a lady. The Inquisition wants you dead, ma’am, and I was sent to help them do it. I won’t. If you want, I’ll take you somewhere safe. Canada, perhaps? One of the packs there would take you in.” I didn’t know as much about the Fenerec as I wished I did in that moment, but I knew enough to understand females were in high demand.

There’d be a lot of competition to have her join a pack. It’d be easy enough to find someone to help her on the other side of the border, where the Inquisition didn’t have a strong influence over the supernatural. I knew the perfect Alpha for her, a longtime friend who’d protect her from the Inquisition.

“I see,” she murmured, leaning closer to me, her knees digging into my leg once more. Heat washed over my face. Without letting go of my arm, she shifted closer. As she moved, I caught a glimpse of her sliding across the cab towards my seat.

She had a lot of freckles.

I jerked and turned away, preparing to twist out of her grip to beeline for the door. “Would you like my jacket, ma’am?” I asked, reaching for the handle.

“I’d like if you would take a look at my leg, sir,” she murmured in her sinfully husky voice. “To make sure it’s healing properly, you know. It was a silvered bullet.” When she growled at my silence, it sounded more like a purr. My route of escape was cut off as she slithered over me, squirming and twisting around until her back rested against the Red Beast’s door.

Wondering just how I had gotten into such a situation, I tried to figure out how to take a look at her leg without getting a really good view of the rest of her. I closed my eyes, drew a deep breath, counted to twenty, and exhaled. “My apologies, ma’am. Let me wrap it for you.”

While I had been too busy focusing all of my attention on her jade eyes, her nose, and the splattering of freckles on her cheeks, she had managed to toss the first aid kit out of my reach. If I wanted it, I’d need to shift on the seat and reach for it, all while she was on my lap.

At least it gave me something appropriate to worry about. Maybe she didn’t care about her dignity, but I did. I hoped the Red Beast’s video surveillance wasn’t being monitored; if it was, someone—my brother—was getting quite the show.

“You can look, I don’t mind,” she murmured.

Women, I reminded myself, were tricky creatures. If my new friend was anything like other Fenerec females, they were doubly tricky. They also mated for life.

The realization was a bit like having a bucket of cold water dunked over my head. Suzanne had been a water witch; witches didn’t mate for life. Like regular humans, witches married, some divorced, others died. Our vows had been until death. Suzanne was gone, but I hadn’t been able to let go of my vows.

I had wanted to spend my entire life with her, and she was gone. Suzanne’s memory drowned my discomfort and budding desire for the jade-eyed Fenerec using me as a chair. I grabbed the kit, setting it on her stomach out of necessity. After pulling out a pair of Tefla pads and bandages, I tossed the kit onto the dashboard.

Starting at her feet, I worked my way up, unable stop myself from admiring her athletic, tanned, and freckled legs. Without my asking her, she lifted her knee so I could get a better view of the bullet hole in her calf. As I watched, the bruising around the wound yellowed at the edges, with greens and purples darkening to the black of a bad bruise. Instead of the rich red I expected, her blood was black.

The bullet hole wasn’t much worse than the bites on my hand. “It seems to be healing quite well, ma’am.”

My hands didn’t shake too much as I placed the first Tefla pad into place, preparing to wrap it with the bandage.

“My pack was dead before your Inquisitors arrived.”

I dropped both the pad and the bandages in my shock. A chill worked from my chest to my fingers and toes. “Do you know who killed them, ma’am?”

“Humans. Normals,” she spat. Her growl rumbled. “Not witch, not wolf. Humans with silver. Not Inquisitors. Not you.”

She shifted on my lap. Her hand touched my waist near my holstered gun. Having seen other Fenerec move, I wouldn’t be able to beat her to the draw even if I wanted to. She snarled, a wordless sound from her chest, wiggling as she pushed away from the door to lean against my chest. Her breath was warm against my throat.

“They said they would deal with any stragglers as they left the park. They’re waiting for you, Inquisitor.”

The scrape of her teeth on my neck sent shivers through me. In that moment, I understood what a hunted rabbit felt like.

At least she hadn’t broken through my skin—yet.

“Just the roads?” I choked out.

She sounded amused when she murmured, “Likely. How else to take such a big truck out of my forest?”

Did a Fenerec nibble on their rabbits after catching them? It was very difficult for me to ignore what she was doing to my throat. I gulped. “Could you please not do that, ma’am?” My voice sounded strained to me.

She laughed, ducking her head to nip my shoulder through my dress shirt. “They’ll find us if we stay here.”

I didn’t know if she meant the Inquisition or those who were responsible for killing my team. It didn’t matter. Either way, I suspected she was right. If I wanted to get us both out of Oconee intact, I needed to make certain to give no one a reason to think we were alive, including my brother.

He’d forgive me, eventually.

But what could I do? I couldn’t leave the Red Beast to be found. There were enough weapons and ammunition stashed in the back to take out a city block. If I couldn’t take the truck, I needed to get rid of it, along with all of its munitions.

“Ma’am, do you like fireworks?”

“Fireworks?” She pulled away from me, lifting her head until I was forced to look her in the eyes. “I do. Why?”

“I thought I’d blow up my brother’s truck. Not much point in looking for us if they think we’re dead. Would you like to help, ma’am?”

Her smile was radiant. “Are you asking me out on a date, sir?”

Women were tricky creatures. I sighed. No matter what I said, I was doomed. It was easier to surrender and pray my wife would forgive me when I confessed at her grave. I shivered.

Suzanne had never believed, not for a single second of her too short life, that anyone deserved to be alone. She was more like a fire witch in that regard. It’d been five years since I had even considered dating a woman. My wife was gone, our oaths to each other severed by death. She wouldn’t mind a single date.

I was the only one left to care.

“If you’d like,” I said, wincing at the dead tone of my voice.

If she noticed, she showed no sign as she pressed close to me again. “Can I press the button?” she asked in her smoky, breathless voice. Our noses touched. There was a yellow tinge to her jade eyes.

“Of course.” Despite myself, I smiled at her enthusiasm.

I’d regret it later when my brother found out, but it wasn’t every day I got to blow a multi-million dollar truck to smithereens.




~~*~~




Before I could wire explosives to the Red Beast, I needed an idea of what I had to work with—and how far I needed to get away from ground zero. I didn’t like pretending I was a qualified bomb technician, but I couldn’t think of another way of preventing the munitions from falling into the wrong hands. Blowing them to bits had the added benefit of making sure the Inquisition couldn’t use them either. I wasn’t going to lose sleep over that.

“What are you doing?” the Fenerec asked, hovering at the downed tailgate as I rummaged through the Red Beast’s covered bed in the glow of the truck’s internal lighting system. The crate containing most of the explosives was buried beneath a gun rack, which I had to unbolt from the truck’s frame.

At least the Inquisition didn’t make it easy to get to the truly dangerous stuff, including the warhead hidden in a compartment somewhere beneath my feet.

“I’m about to find out what types of explosives I have to work with. I want to make certain I have enough C4 or ANFO to get the job done. I’d rather not use too much, as I’d like to avoid flattening the entire forest. This truck was built strong. It’s my brother’s conceit. He dubbed it the Red Beast. When he first got it, it wasn’t red.” I shook my head, trying to imagine how my brother had gotten the Inquisition to repaint the monstrosity in such a vibrant shade when the vehicle had started its life with a far more respectable camouflage motif.

I don’t know why he had the thing built, but it was the demented lovechild of a military and a civilian truck. It was yet another part of my twin’s life I had missed thanks to the Inquisition’s insistence I might pollute my brother’s purity. Magic didn’t work that way, and they should have known better. If I were a Fenerec, and he agreed, maybe I could have done something, but I was a witch. Exposure to a witch didn’t convert someone into a supernatural. For all we were twins, my magic had changed me.

If it hadn’t, I would be six inches shorter and buying suits would be a lot easier. The Inquisition had been hopeful with us; if magic was a genetic trait, they should have been able to find out by researching how my brother and I differed in our DNA.

We were true identical twins, and I delighted in having thwarted their efforts.

“Why can’t we just leave the truck here?” My audience of one crossed her arms over her chest. I paused to glance at her. She had, much to my relief, put on my jacket, which kept her covered—mostly.

I loosened the rack’s final bolt. The whole thing weighed, guns included, at least two hundred pounds. I unloaded the weapons before shoving the emptied frame to the side. Three more bolts and a lock barred me from accessing the explosives. I wondered how much it had cost to have the lock designed to match the Red Beast’s ignition key. “If Normals killed my team like you say, I really don’t want them getting their hands on this stuff.”

Once again, I was aware of the missile beneath me, which was designed to flatten an entire building. To make matters worse, everything needed to launch it was in the truck, assuming the thief had a little bit of knowledge and some time.

“They already have explosives and guns,” she replied bitterly. “What’s a few more?”

I shook my head. “Let’s just say there’s enough guns and explosives in here to easily take out a city block, ma’am. I can’t risk it. I won’t. You know what the difference between the Inquisition and terrorists are?”

“And what difference would that be?”

I turned to meet her glare. She bared her teeth at me in a silent snarl. Yellow rimmed her jade eyes.

I was careful to keep my tone calm and even when I replied, “Terrorists don’t care about who gets in the way. Inquisitors do. I might not like this job, ma’am, but they didn’t like having to hunt their own kind any more than I liked having to come out here to help them do it. That said, people were dying, and it was traced to your pack.”

For a long moment, she glared at me before she whirled around, her growls emerging as low, throaty rumbles. “The humans came hunting us first. We defended our home, our den.”

I sighed. While I hadn’t thought long or hard about that possibility on the drive to Oconee National Forest, it had occurred to me. “Maybe they came hunting you first. While everyone should have the right to defend themselves, that’s not how the Inquisition works. They shoot first and ask questions of the bodies. If you’re valuable and you get in their sights, they’ll keep you alive—maybe, so long as you remain useful. Trust me on that one,” I said, letting my own bitterness enter my voice. “If you want to stay alive, you need to be smarter than that. They don’t care if a pack is forced to defend themselves. They only care if Normals are hurt. It’s stupid; I won’t argue with that at all. But that’s the way it is. These humans that killed your pack are dangerous. The stuff in this truck would let them kill a lot of people.”

Maybe my answer pleased her, or she decided that she wasn’t quite ready to kill me yet, but the Fenerec spun to face me. “And you can make certain these weapons are destroyed?”

“That’s the idea, ma’am. I’ve worked with C4 and ANFO before. The explosion should destroy the rest. Twisted shrapnel won’t do anyone any good.”

“Evelyn.” She wormed up onto the tailgate, her legs dangling off the edge. My jacket clung to her as she wiggled forward.

I turned my attention back to the crate storing the explosives. “Jackson.” Maybe once I got to know her—if I got to know her—I’d tell her my first name. Until then, if my brother could be content calling me by my assumed last name, it’d have to be good enough for the Fenerec. “You’ll want to stay back. There’s quite a bit of silver in here.”

“I can smell it.” Ignoring my warning, she climbed into the back with me, though she gave the guns and the ammunition boxes a wide berth. “What’s your plan?”

While I could have thrown the blocks of C4 without any worry of detonation, I took my time and laid them out in five pound groupings. If I made it look like the explosives were delicate, Evelyn might treat them with care. Once I started wiring in the blasting caps, care and delicacy would protect us both from becoming a bloody mist inside of the Red Beast.

Considering I had chosen to defy the Inquisition for her sake, I had no reason to hide anything from her. We’d live together or die together. “Once I see how much C4 I have to work with, I’ll prep the wiring and blasting caps before rigging a timer and a remote detonator. I won’t wire it until right before we’re ready to get out of here. I don’t know what the Normals are up to, but if I want to get you out of here, I have to fool the Inquisition, which means making it look like someone used seriously heavy weaponry to get through the Red Beast’s armor. I’m going to plant my watch, wallet, and the keys between here and the blasted den, making it look like I got dragged or forced there. Considering there probably isn’t a whole lot left of the bodies, it’s likely they’ll assume I’m with them.”

“And after that?” Evelyn sat down on the edge of another munitions crate, watching the nearby guns like they were going to bite her.

“I know a friend with a boat. We’ll hitch a ride to Canada before catching a flight west.”

“Canada? Why Canada?”

At her incredulous tone, I paused in what I was doing to twist around and arch a brow at her. “The Inquisition doesn’t have a strong hold in Canada. The Fenerec there police themselves. I know some folks who can help you and help you integrate into a new pack.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, once again crossing her arms over her chest. “And what about you?”

I went back to what I had been doing as my face heated up. While my jacket did cover her, the dark color looked good against her tanned skin, and all her splattering of freckles did was draw my eye to places I had no business looking. “After you’re free and clear, I’ll give my brother a call and explain things to him. Who knows? Maybe I’ll take advantage of the chance to get out of the Inquisition while I can. Take up a new name, forge a new identity, and find somewhere quiet to retire. They’re not exactly the nicest of employers. Once you’re in, they don’t like letting you leave in anything other than a casket.”

The task of setting out the wiring for the rig was tedious and time consuming, but the Inquisition had kept the truck organized. It didn’t take me as long as I feared to have everything I needed spread out alongside thirty pounds of C4.

If that didn’t reduce the Red Beast to tiny pieces of twisted scrap metal, it’d take a tactical nuke to do the job—a weapon the Inquisition didn’t have.

I drew the line at nuclear warheads. Running a black market op for the Inquisition was bad enough, but there was no way in hell I was going to give anyone access to something as lethal and damaging as a nuke. I made one exception to that rule, and that was in the acquisition of medical-grade isotopes for one of the Inquisition’s witches. It had been one of my best deals; we got the isotopes needed for her treatments while Canada got access to some of the Inquisition’s top operatives.

In the three years since negotiating the arrangement, the operatives had never left US soil.

“How are you going to convince them you’re dead?” Evelyn’s voice drew me from my woolgathering.

I rose from my pile of explosives, looking over my handiwork. It’d take me no more than thirty minutes to rig the explosives, double-check the caps, and set both a manual timer and a remote detonator. I dusted off my pants. “Simple enough. I’m going to bleed all over my watch, wallet, and keys and leave them on the ground for the Inquisition to find. They have my blood and DNA on file. They’ll know it’s mine. In cases like this, they’ll start making assumptions. If it doesn’t rain before they get here, their Fenerec should smell me all over the place. They’ll know the watch is mine, with or without the blood.”

Hopping out of the truck and grunting as I landed hard on the ground, I unwrapped the bandage from my hand, wincing a bit at the pain. Draping the bandage over my shoulder, I flexed my fingers until the wounds reopened. Once done, I removed my wallet from my pocket and pulled out all but two of my prepaid, anonymous credit cards. My brother knew I carried at least two on me at all times, so when they found the wallet, it’d look normal.

What my twin didn’t know was the fact that I kept two copies of my identification. I left one for the Inquisition to find and pocketed the other. I also carried one fake ID, which I also pocketed. I removed my Rolex.

The watch I’d regret; my father had given it to me some eight years ago, delivered by my brother, who had somehow managed to give his Inquisition guards the slip. It had been one of three times I had spent more than ten minutes at one time with him since I had turned five and developed an unfortunate case of witchcraft.

I saved the Inquisition cell for last. I wouldn’t need blood for it, though I let it smear on the device. The phone would notify the Inquisition of my demise and the Red Beast’s location when it ceased sending signals to the satellites.

“That’s stupid. Is that truly necessary?” Evelyn stood on the tailgate, glaring down at me, pointing at my bloodied hand. “You’re going to hurt yourself even more doing that.”

“A necessary evil,” I replied, setting the watch and wallet next to her feet. I slid my Inquisition-issued phone towards the explosives. “The idea is to make it look like they disabled the truck and dealt with me. There’s enough firepower in here that isn’t stable to make them believe they got a bigger bang than they were expecting. I’m counting on the Inquisition to make assumptions, but even if they figure out I’m not dead or I blew up the truck, we’ll be long gone.”

“So they’ll think you’re dead, which means they won’t be out looking for you. That’s clever.”

“Why thank you, ma’am.”

Evelyn hopped down, grabbing the bandage from my shoulder. Without asking for permission, she snatched my hand and wrapped it back up. “Now leave it alone.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I dutifully replied, snatching up the keys, which I had already bled on. “Let’s go dump these and get this show on the road.”

“How long will it take to set up the explosives?”

“Twenty or thirty minutes, give or take. I sold this setup to the Inquisition, so I’m familiar with it. I doubt they tinkered with it. All I’ll have to do is link my personal cell in with the wireless controller, sync the timer and remote detonator, and set the mechanical timer as a backup. Once the blasting caps are in and the wires are set, we get as far away as we can before it blows. I’ll be setting the timer for twenty minutes.”

“That’ll be long enough for us to get away?”

I grinned a bit at the concern in Evelyn’s voice, though I suspected she was more worried about me than she was about her own safety. Fenerec were tough, and judging by how fast her leg was healing, she was no exception.

“Should be.”

“Should?” Heading in the direction of the destroyed Fenerec den, I jogged half a mile, following the Fenerec’s original trail with the help of a flashlight. I tossed the keys and wallet aside. I went an extra quarter of a mile before smashing the Rolex against a rock and discarding it. Evelyn followed, making disapproving noises, which I ignored.

“Should?” she repeated when we made it back to the Red Beast, her question voiced as a growl.

“Should,” I confirmed, hiding my grin from her by climbing into the back of the truck. “How’s your leg?”

“It’s fine,” she replied in a curt tone.

“Enough for a run? I’d rather have a few miles behind us before it blows. Once it goes up, the Inquisition is going to descend on Oconee in droves.”

I glanced over my shoulder at her in time to watch her eyes widen. “Why?”

“We’re about to blow up several million dollars of Inquisition property. They’ll want to know what happened.”

“Are you crazy?” she blurted.

I couldn’t help myself; I laughed until my sides hurt. “Still want to press the button?”

“Oh, yes,” Evelyn whispered breathlessly. “Please.”


Chapter Three







True to my word, I let Evelyn set the timer for the explosives while I watched and instructed her on what to do. With flushed cheeks, she triggered the countdown. With twenty minutes to reach a safe distance, we made a run for it.

My dress shoes bit into my heels with each step, the night’s abuse finishing off the already worn pair. Despite my long legs and her lack of footwear, she proved faster. I tried to ignore the sting to my pride, but to my shame, a few under-the-breath curses slipped out as I lagged behind.

I decided to blame my lagging behind on the necessity of checking my cell’s timer. When it read t-minus five minutes, I hunted for a place to shelter for the blast.

With two minutes to spare, I located a stream cutting a small gully through the forest. I stumbled to a halt, gasping and wiping sweat from my brow. “We’ll ride it out here,” I announced, sliding down the bank on my heels so I could crouch beneath an overhang.

“How are we going to see anything if we’re down there?” Evelyn didn’t sound happy.

All I had promised was fireworks and explosives, not front-row seats to the display.

“If you want to stay up there, Miss Evelyn, by all means, please do so. Unfortunately, I don’t heal as well as you do, and I have no idea how far the debris will fly. You’ll want these earplugs, though. It’s about to get very noisy.” After having endured one close-range blast, I doubted my still-ringing ears could handle another.

Evelyn must have come to the same conclusion because she jumped down into the gully, sliding to a halt beside me. She huddled with me in my hiding place, holding out her hand for the plugs, which I gave to her. We put them in, and we watched my cell count down the final seconds to detonation.

When the timer hit zero, the ground trembled from the explosion. Even with the plugs, I heard the deep-toned boom. The sound resonated in my chest, forcing my heart to skip several beats. Considering our distance of at least a mile and a half, I suspected the only thing remaining of the Red Beast was a twisted frame and some chunks of smoldering metal.

Evelyn’s mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. “Wow,” she mouthed at me.

Pulling out the plugs, I pointed in the direction we had been running. At her nod, I took off, hopping across the brook before scrambling up the bank on the other side. I paused long enough to turn around and squint through the trees.

In the distance was the glow of fire.

Determined not to curse in front of a lady, I spun on a heel, ignored the stabbing pain in my feet, and resumed my slow jog. I would have given almost anything for my sneakers, which were in my gym bag far, far away. I doubted I’d see them again anytime soon.

Evelyn caught up with me, holding out the earplugs I had given her.

“Keep them,” I said between labored gasps for breath.

She stuffed them into my suit jacket. “What’s the plan now?”

“I’m making it up as I go,” I admitted with a wince, both at my uncooperative shoes and the lack of a real strategy. “For now, we need to get to civilization and hit some twenty-four hour store to get a change of clothes. After that, a rental car and a drive to Miami. Unless I come up with something better, we’ll catch a cruise to Prince Edward Island and enter Canada there. I know some folks who operate a cruise liner who can get us on and off board discreetly.”

The tricky part would be the rental car and clothes; while my ID and cell were both new enough I really doubted the Inquisition had cracked them yet, it was still a risk. My prepaid credit cards had ten thousand loaded on each, so at least money wouldn’t be an issue; reaching Canada without being caught, however, was.

Once we were north of the border, things would get easier. I had several stashes I could raid, allowing me to swap aliases and pick up more prepaid cards, all of which were maxed to the ten thousand dollar limit.

“How are we going to get a rental? You threw away your wallet. Won’t they know you’re alive if you show up somewhere getting a rental?” Evelyn scowled at me, her tone so disappointed that I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Fake ID, Miss Evelyn. That’s what I was pulling out of my wallet earlier before I threw it away.”

“I have a better idea,” she replied smugly. “I have a car. It’s new, under a friend’s name, and in storage not too far outside of the park. I’ve got a change of clothes, too. That should be okay, right?”

“Your friend isn’t a Fenerec, right?”

“She’s Normal,” she confirmed.

While I still had my misgivings, most of them revolving around the fact that the Inquisition was quite good at ferreting out information on their targets, I didn’t have a good enough argument to go against her suggestion. Rentals were riskier than private vehicles owned by Normals.

After a second consideration of the fledgling plan, I nodded my approval. “Lead the way, ma’am.”

Jogging without any sign of exertion, Evelyn took the lead, picking game trails and footpaths cutting through the forest. By the time we reached one of the roads skirting the park, I was soaked in sweat and my feet throbbed.

According to my phone, it had taken us two hours to reach the run-down gas station. It doubled as a mechanic’s shop, and a graveyard of rusted cars unfit for scrap littered its gravel parking lot. The shed in the back proved the newest of the structures, its metal siding partially stained with rust.

She headed for the shed and entered the code for the combination lock before shoving the door open.

Evelyn, apparently, had a very liberal definition of ‘car.’ I stumbled to a halt, staring down at the motorcycle. It was so new its dealership sticker was still on the tinted windshield. The red and black paint job gleamed in the overhead lighting. Chrome accented its sleek lines. Two red and silver helmets waited on the seat.

“Nice car,” I said, whistling. BMW made some good motorcycles, though I hadn’t seriously considered buying one for myself, as I preferred vintage cars and trucks suffering from testosterone poisoning.

“It’s a BMW R 1200 GS,” she announced with pride, skipping into the shed to a row of safes lining the back wall. “Isn’t it cute?”

Cute wasn’t a word I’d use, so I shrugged. “Looks like a fun ride.”

“I haven’t taken it for a spin yet. Don’t have the license, and I’m afraid of crashing it. You… you do know how to drive it, don’t you?”

I had a hard time imagining a Fenerec being afraid of something like a crash, but I decided it was in my better interest not to say a word. “I think I can manage.” All of my fake IDs included a motorcycle license, and I had even ridden them a time or two. “This will definitely simplify things.”

Hiding a motorcycle was much, much easier than hiding a car—or returning a rental. Worst-case scenario, I’d dump it in the ocean if I needed to make it disappear in a hurry.

Replacing her bike would be the easiest part of our escape if it came to that.

“This is—well, was—my pack’s stash. Mine, really. We all kept some stuff at each other’s stashes.” She pulled out a gym bag from a safe, and without warning, she slipped out of my jacket and tossed it to me. I caught it before spinning on a heel to give her privacy.

The windshield reflected her image at me. I averted my eyes to the floor, but not before getting a good glimpse of her from head to toe.

She looked even better than I had thought she would. A blush burned my face. I considered apologizing, but couldn’t bring myself to say a word.

When she tapped my shoulder to get my attention, she had changed into a pair of form-fitting black leather pants and a red blouse that hugged her chest. She held a black and red leather jacket over an arm. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Let’s get out of here before anyone finds us,” I said, grabbing one of the helmets and shoving it over my head. She stowed a small purse in the box behind the seat before putting on her helmet.

While the motorcycle was a bit on the small size, it fit both of us. The engine purred to life, and the BMW didn’t seem fazed by our combined weight. I set the built-in navigation system to take us to Miami and tore away from the gas station, kicking up gravel in our wake.




~~*~~




Under normal circumstances, I could have made the drive to Miami in twelve hours. I made it to the Florida state line before exhaustion caught up with me, resulting in a stay at a cheap motel outside of a town I wasn’t sure had a name. I would’ve been happy making the final leg of the drive without stopping, but Evelyn had other ideas—and an insatiable appetite. She consumed twice as much as I did, and I had the feeling she would’ve had thirds if I hadn’t been in a hurry to find a place to hole up until we could get a cruise northbound to Canada.

Once we were out of the United States and safe from those who might recognize either one of us, I’d make a point of taking her to the best restaurant I could find and letting her eat her fill. Traveling with a hungry Fenerec wasn’t something I looked forward to. The ride to Miami proved quiet, and twenty hours after blowing up my brother’s truck, I pulled into a luxury hotel near the beach, which I had made the reservations for the night before while Evelyn slept.

The Fenerec got off the bike, pulling off her helmet to stare at me with wide eyes. “We’re staying here?”

Removing my helmet, I ran my hands through my hair to smooth it. The ruffled look worked for many women, Evelyn included, but I ended up looking like a rat had chewed on my head. “We’re staying here. I made the reservation yesterday.”

Unlike Evelyn, who had insisted on wearing her biker’s leathers, I had stuck with the business attire I knew, although I had a leather jacket on over my new suit. I’d miss the old one, which I had taken scissors to and flushed, so it—and my blood stains—wouldn’t come back to haunt me. It’d been miracle enough I had found a store with suits close to my size. Brocaded oxfords didn’t make great shoes for riding motorcycles, but I had avoided scuffing them too badly.

I should have purchased sneakers or motorcycle boots. One day I’d get it through my thick skull to wear something other than business attire.

Our room overlooked the ocean, and as soon as we were inside, Evelyn hurried to the wall-to-wall window, staring out over the water. Setting the bag down, I made certain the door was bolted before kicking off my shoes. The run through the forest hadn’t done my feet any favors, nor had the long ride from Georgia to Miami.

I stared at the jacuzzi in the bathroom longingly, sighed, and sat down on the bed to rub at my aching ankles. While I wanted to soak, I had left instructions with the hotel to leave champagne, cheese, and strawberries next to the jacuzzi. If her behavior in all three of the restaurants we had stopped at was any indication, she didn’t go out often, let alone indulge in any real luxuries.

It wasn’t much, but maybe the gesture would help her forget what had happened to her pack for a little while.

“There’s a jacuzzi if you want to soak.”

Evelyn spun from the window. “There’s a jacuzzi?”

Her breathless voice sent shivers racing through me. I nodded to the bathroom, which wasn’t much smaller than the cheap motel room we had shared the night before. She crossed to it in a hurry, shucking off her jacket as she went. I caught it before it hit the ground. Her shirt followed, and I was so busy trying not to look at her I didn’t notice her throwing it at me. It landed on my head. Grabbing her shirt, I took it and her jacket to the closet in the suite’s small foyer.

To my relief, she closed the bathroom door behind her.

“There’s champagne and strawberries in here, Jackson!”

“My, my,” I replied, unable to smother my chuckle.

“Jackson, there’s a whole bottle and two glasses. Join me!”

Laughing in earnest, I shook my head despite knowing she couldn’t see me. “That’s like a cat asking a mouse to dinner, Miss Evelyn. Enjoy your bath.”

“Spoilsport.”

After I heard the water start running, I sat on the edge of the bed, pulling my cell out of my pocket.

Evelyn opened the door to pout at me, thrusting a filled champagne flute in my direction. “At least have a glass if you won’t join me.”

I accepted the flute and raised it to her. “That I can do, ma’am. Take your time. I’ll have my turn after you.”

“You could join me, you know. There’s plenty of room for two.”

I wanted to, but satisfying my lusty desires wouldn’t do either one of us any good. “Alas, I must decline, Miss Evelyn, but thank you. I have a cruise to book for us while you enjoy your soak.” I smiled at her, making a shooing gesture with my phone.

“You won’t get any strawberries,” she warned.

“Not even one?” I mimicked her pout before taking a sip of the champagne and setting the flute on the nightstand beside the bed.

“Maybe one. I’ll think about it.” She vanished back into the bathroom.

For a long moment, I stared at the closed door, listening to Evelyn splash, keenly aware of her invitation. Any other man probably would have accepted. With her sultry voice, the sprinkling of freckles over her nose, and her rich auburn hair, she was already a rung above most other women. Add in her toned body, which she had gone out of her way to make sure I got a good look at on more than one occasion, and I felt the fool for rejecting her advances.

If I wanted her, all I had to do was ask, and that bothered me almost as much as my awareness of what I was missing with my refusals. Lust was not a solid foundation for a relationship of any sort.

I sighed and dialed a number before holding my cell to my ear.

“Smith.” My friend’s voice rumbled in what I recognized as annoyance.

I bet he thought I was a telemarketer, which made me grin. “Zachary, it’s Jackson. I need a favor.” If the captain of a cruise ship operating a Miami to Canada line couldn’t get me up north, no one could.

There was a long pause. “Huh. Never thought a dead man would call me. That’s a new one. Rumor has it you got blasted to bits courtesy of a flubbed op, Boss.” Zachary’s tone deepened, and I couldn’t tell if he was relieved or disappointed at my survival. One day I’d figure him out.

“I’d like to keep it that way. A young lady and I need a ride to Canada. Are you still running those cruises up to Potato Land?”

“Potato Land?” My friend burst into laughter. “Sure am, Boss. Next cruise out of Miami leaves port on Wednesday morning. What kind of suites do you need?” I heard the clacking of a keyboard in the background.

Wednesday was as ideal as I could hope for. We’d have to hole up in the suite for a day, checking out late at night fringing on early morning, long after sane people had gone to bed. “Best you have.”

“Two cabins?”

“One.”

The typing stopped. “One?”

“One,” I confirmed in a firm voice.

“You and a young lady will be sharing a suite?” The curiosity in Zachary’s voice made me wince. I reached for my champagne, taking a sip as I considered how best to address his question.

“Your reaction is the exact reason we will be sharing a suite. I want to make it to Canada without anyone knowing we’ve made the trip,” I replied, somehow managing to keep my tone even. If my friend sensed any discomfort on my part, he’d never let it lie. He would haunt me until my dying day, ready and willing to tease me over my unwillingness to spend extended time with most women. “No one would believe I’d share a room with anyone, let alone a woman.”

“It’s been five years, Jackson. Suzanne wouldn’t want you to be alone like this. She wouldn’t care if you started seeing someone.”

“I care,” I whispered.

“I know you do. That’s part of why I like you. If she’s interested, let this young lady of yours have her way with you. It’ll do you some good.” Zachary’s voice lightened with his laughter. “I have you booked into a suite. Good job not getting yourself killed, by the way. I don’t know how you pulled it off, but whatever you did, it was pretty damned convincing.”

I glanced at my hand, which was healing far better than I thought possible. While there were scabs, and lots of them, it no longer looked like I had been subjected to a cheese grater. “I’ll tell you in person,” I promised.

While Zachary was a part of the Inquisition, he was a Normal. His parents had been witches, and much to their relief, none of their children had developed any powers. It made my friend perfect for my needs. He knew I was involved and wouldn’t say a word to anyone.

It kept us both alive and off the Inquisition’s radar, for the most part.

“You better, or I’ll be coming to your suite and beating it out of you,” Zachary replied.

“I’m a man of my word. What time will you want us at the docks?”

“Three in the morning. I’ll board you as crew. Pack light. Text me your lady’s measurements. I’ll make arrangements for clothing for you. Do you have any cargo you want to bring on board?”

“Yeah, she’s got a motorcycle.”

“Make and model?”

“BMW R 1200 GS. It’s brand new.”

Zachary chuckled. “I’ll have the serial scrubbed and get Canadian tags registered, along with an ID for her once you’re both on board. Lay low in the meantime, Jackson. Stay in your room and enjoy room service until Wednesday morning. The entire network is hot over your death. Make so much as a single peep, and everyone will know you’re still among the living.” There was a long pause, and I heard my friend sigh. “I don’t know what’s going on, but play it safe.”

With a wince, I murmured an acknowledgment of Zachary’s warning. Most Inquisitors didn’t know the identity of the Shadow Pope, and my friend numbered among them. He’d find out on Wednesday, though. Still, Zachary wouldn’t sell me out; it’d ruin us both. At forty-five, the captain had been around long enough to understand the risks we took each and every day.

“You’re great, Zach. Thanks a lot. What will I owe you?”

“We’ll talk business once you’re on board. Call me if you need anything.”

“Will do. Thanks.” I hung up, tossing my phone onto the nightstand. I took a long swig of the champagne before reaching for the bag. Pajamas weren’t a normal part of my attire, but I had bought us both a set for the trip. I wore mine. Evelyn, on the other hand, pretended like hers didn’t exist. I set the flannels on the dresser while waiting for my turn in the jacuzzi.

I fell asleep, still dressed in my suit, long before the Fenerec finished her bath.




~~*~~




One half of me was cold while the other half was warm. Grumbling at the inevitable reality of spring in Florida, I groped for the lost blanket and found the gentle curves of a woman instead. Sucking in a breath, I lurched upright. Evelyn was sprawled over me, her hands clutching at my arm in her effort to prevent my escape.

To both my relief and surprise, she was wearing her pajamas. She had left the top buttons undone, and I forgot about how cold I was as I got a good look at her.

Suzanne had been pretty, and I missed her dearly, but Evelyn was the sort of woman I had spent most of my adolescence dreaming about. Closing my eyes, I groaned and wondered how I had managed to get myself into such a situation. The hotel room had two beds, both of which were large and comfortable. The single conclusion I came up with set my heart to racing.

She had wanted to curl up next to me, and I couldn’t even begin to guess as to why. 

I was far too aware of her pressed against me for my own good. Hating myself for not accepting her offers, I wiggled out from beneath her. She smiled sleepily, her fingers clutching my arm. Her hair spilled over her face, making my fingers itch from the desire to brush back her auburn locks and discover if they were as soft as they looked.

By the time I managed to escape her hold on me, I was sweating and didn’t want to leave. Before she could get a grasp on me again, I fled to the bathroom to take a cold shower. The chill cut into me, and I grimaced at my extensive collection of bumps, bruises, and healing cuts. Evelyn’s bites were healing well, to my relief. I didn’t even need a bandage anymore, though I’d wear one anyway.

What I needed was a long soak in the jacuzzi. After making certain I had locked the door, I indulged in bubbles, salts, and oils, submerging to my chin so the jets could massage away my soreness. Evelyn warbled a wordless complaint. A few moments later, she knocked at the bathroom door.

“Jackson?”

“What is it, Miss Evelyn?”

“Can I order room service?”

I somehow managed not to laugh at her. Of all of the things I had been told about Fenerec, the information about their relentless hunger had proved the most accurate. “Get whatever you want.”

“Would you like anything?”

“Sure, thanks. I’m not picky; get me whatever you’re having.” If Evelyn ordered too much, I didn’t care, especially if it removed the half-starved look she got at the restaurants. As an added bonus, if I let her eat her fill, it lowered my chance of ending up on the menu. I flushed and muttered curses under my breath. She didn’t want me on that sort of menu, and I wasn’t entirely convinced I minded her hunting me.

“Okay. Thanks, Jackson!” She sounded far too happy over something like ordering room service.

My frustrations welled up. I sank beneath the water, blowing bubbles as I sighed. When I surfaced, I wiped the suds off my face.

At the rate I was going, I’d need another cold shower before I could face her. Once again, I felt like a stupid fool for denying her when I wanted her probably as much as she seemed to want me. Until I knew her better, until I could commit to her as much as she deserved, I couldn’t do anything, no matter how much I desired her.

I was poised to lose my mind. A woman like Evelyn deserved better. Maybe it was her Fenerec nature making her want to keep me company—I certainly couldn’t imagine why else she would want me.

The death of her pack was partially my responsibility; I hadn’t exactly protested their execution. Maybe the Fenerec had been killed before the Inquisitors arrived, but I had agreed to drive the truck. I agreed with the fact Fenerec couldn’t be allowed to prey on unsuspecting Normals visiting Oconee National Forest.

My thoughts proved equal to being doused with a bucket of ice water.

Evelyn needed her own kind, not someone like me.

I drained the tub and toweled off, grumbling to myself. When I was almost finished dressing, a knock announced the arrival of room service. After the heat of the bath, I left my dress shirt open, compounding my rumpled appearance. I would need to shave before I met with Zachary tomorrow morning.

I never met with my fellow smugglers while sporting stubble or beard. I could count the times I let anyone see me without having freshly shaved on one hand, excepting Suzanne.

When I emerged from the bathroom, Evelyn was setting two plates on the room’s lone table. Lunch proved far more modest than my expectations, and I doubted a hamburger would satisfy her for more than an hour or two before she was ready to forage for something else to eat. With an impish grin, she waved a bottle of wine at me.

“Do you like red?” she asked, and without waiting for my answer, she poured two glasses.

“I don’t mind it.” With a tired groan, I collapsed onto one of the armchairs. “Good morning.”

“Afternoon,” she corrected, chuckling. “What do you like, if not red wine?” Instead of devouring her hamburger with silent intensity as she had in the restaurants, she sipped her wine, watching me.

I took up my glass, taking the time to breathe in the wine before sipping it. I didn’t usually care about the price tags of wines, but there was always something amusing about a good cheap bottle. “I used to drink Scotch.”

A good Islay had been my drink of choice before I had met Suzanne. Alcohol had frightened her, and for good reason. I had dutifully bowed to her apprehension, avoiding it unless necessary. She had understood business—within reason. After her death, I had stopped drinking in public when my friends and fellow Inquisitors had taken to introducing me to women.

Without fail, they had all shared too many similarities with my Suzanne.

Evelyn took another sip of her wine. “You smell sad. Why?”

I sucked in a breath. It felt like I stood on a precipice. If I told her the truth, I’d share things with her I hadn’t with anyone else, not even my twin brother. I couldn’t think of a reason not to tell her, so I sighed and replied, “My wife died five years ago. She didn’t like alcohol.”

Biting her lip as though afraid she’d committed a great offense, the Fenerec watched me. “The wine reminded you of her. I’m sorry. I picked a cheap bottle because I didn’t know if you’d like it.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I reassured her, taking a drink to soothe my rattled nerves. The small amount of alcohol and my lack of lunch was already going to my head. I set the glass aside and nibbled at my hamburger. “Before I met Suzanne, wine on a date was the norm for me. Candlelit dinners, the works. I haven’t been interested in dating someone. The ladies I’ve met since her death have been forced on me thanks to pitying friends, and they deserve better than that.”

So did Evelyn, but I was too much of a coward to say it.

Her smile was sad as she lifted her glass in a toast. “To your wife then. She was one exceptionally lucky woman.”

The toast took me by surprise. Unable to think of a single thing to say, I tapped my glass to hers. The crystal chimed.

Wine was a funny thing. I never could tell what made a wine expensive or good. They all tasted similar to me. While there were undertones unique to each bottle, it was always the sweet bitterness I noticed.

“You’re like a Fenerec, aren’t you? Most humans and witches don’t understand what it is to give a life oath. But you do.” Evelyn sounded so pleased that I looked up from my glass. A smile softened her eyes. “I like that.”

“Once we’re in Canada, Miss Evelyn, I recommend that you stay as far from me as possible. I’ll lead the Inquisition straight to you. But you’re right, I suppose. I haven’t considered anyone new.”

I hadn’t, at least, until she had blasted her way into my life. I finished off my glass of wine and set it aside.

Evelyn refilled my glass, pushing it back to me. She topped hers off as well, making a displeased noise at the ravaged state of the bottle. “I’ll be the one to decide that. We need to get to Canada first. And anyway, maybe that’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

The intensity of her gaze and the way she straightened purposefully in her chair sent shivers running through me. I drew several deep breaths to calm myself. Focusing on business would let me regain control over myself, so I said, “We’re booked on a cruise leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll lay low. My contact will provide ID and get us to Prince Edward Island. Once we’ve set sail, I’ll arrange for a flight west.” I stood, retrieving my phone from the nightstand, opening a text to Zachary as I returned to my seat. “There’s some information I need from you, if you don’t mind.”

“Information?”

I thrust my phone at her. “We’re going on a cruise. Formal attire is required. Could you please text your measurements to this number?”

Evelyn arched her eyebrow at me, and I felt my face burn. A soft smile curved her lips as she reached out and took the phone. Shaking her head and laughing, she went to work, pausing now and then to glance at me over the top of my cell. The ping of an incoming text warned me of trouble, but I couldn’t bring myself to snatch the device back. Her impish grin returned as she sent a message back.

“Once we’re in Canada and you’re safe with a pack, I’ll have your motorcycle freighted to you. It’ll need to be scrubbed with new serials and registration, which takes a bit of time. I’ll have your bike paid off anonymously so your credit rating isn’t damaged.”

“I paid for it in cash,” she replied without looking up from my cell. After sending several more messages, she slipped my phone into her pocket. “He’ll have more questions soon.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered under my breath. The last thing I wanted was Zachary conspiring with Evelyn. I didn’t need anyone to tell me the pair would likely cause me a great deal of trouble. While Zachary hadn’t pushed any women in my direction, he was the most vocal of my associates regarding his belief I needed to find someone new.

He’d take one look at Evelyn and begin matchmaking whether or not I wanted him to.

“What happens after we’re in Canada?”

“You’ll settle in. I’ll go to work arranging new accounts for you. You’ll be given funds, and my contacts will establish you in your new home. It’s a bit like witness protection, but better. You’re not the first person I’ve made disappear. Money will be deposited automatically into your new accounts for a period of ten years. After that, you’re on your own.” Once she was in Canada, it’d be business—business conducted from thousands of miles away.

It’d be better for both of us that way.

“All right. That sounds fair.” Evelyn stood, picking up the empty bottle, and set it on the dresser before heading to the phone. “What sort of wine do you want? It seems we have run out.”

“Your choice,” I said. “I prefer red over white.”

“Red it’ll be then.” She grabbed the wine menu, made a thoughtful noise, and called the front desk to order two more bottles. “We’ve got a lot of time and nowhere to go. Let’s play a game.”

Intrigued and curious about what sort of game a Fenerec found amusing, I asked, “A game? What sort of game?”

“Truth or Drink. We’ll take turns asking a question. You either choose to answer honestly or you drink. No lying allowed. The penalty for lying is drinking half a bottle. Don’t think you can get away with it, either. I can smell a lie, Mr. Jackson.”

I eyed the emptied bottle warily. “This sounds like a dangerous game. Why?”

“I want to learn more about the man willing to defy the Inquisition for my sake. Why not?”

“Have you ever had a wine hangover before?” I asked, shaking my head.

“Food helps with that. Eat before it gets cold. Do you really have anything to lose by playing? If you don’t want to answer, you drink some wine. No harm done, right?”

“Right,” I acknowledged, turning my attention to the hamburger. While I ate, I was aware of her gaze on me. When I finished, I didn’t look up from my plate. “I’m not all that interesting, you know.”

“Any man who can rig his brother’s truck to explode is plenty interesting. I’m also of the opinion that any man with your restraint is very interesting.” I heard laughter in her voice, and when I stared at her, she grinned.

“Compared to the people I know, I’m an amateur at explosives,” I countered, feeling my face growing warm.

She crossed her arms and arched a brow at me. “And your restraint?”

I needed a lot more than a glass of wine to answer that question—an entire bottle wouldn’t be enough to take the edge off my nerves and embarrassment. Unfortunately for me, she deserved the truth, and drinking wouldn’t make the problem magically go away. “You deserve better than some one night stand with a man you don’t know.”

My words were the same I had said to Suzanne the first time we had met. I had been doing the Inquisition’s dirty work.

She had been working a corner.

With a dead-end job and student loans she couldn’t afford, she barely paid her rent, so just to get by, she took any man willing to pay to her bed. I had been the last to buy her time, and I had refused to sleep with her until our wedding night three years later.

“You’re thinking about her again, aren’t you?”

It was pointless to deny the truth, but I took a long swallow of wine anyway. “Every day.”

“Ask me a question.”

“If Fenerec mate for life, why throw yourself at me?”

For a long moment, she didn’t speak, and I doubted she would answer. She sighed. “I wanted to see what you would do. If I didn’t want you, you wouldn’t have me. It’s that simple. I’ve been alone a long time. You risked your life to save mine. You’re risking it even now. Why help me?”

I could have drunk to avoid the question. I could have evaded without lying. Once again, I cursed myself for my unwillingness to take the easy way out. “Suzanne had green eyes, just like yours. I knew you were alive. I just couldn’t leave a woman to die alone like that. I’m to blame, at least in part, for the death of your pack.” I finished off my glass at the same time there was a knock announcing the arrival of the replacement wine.

Evelyn fetched the new bottles, murmuring something to the server before closing the door.

“Did your pack really kill those people in the park?” I asked despite fearing the answer.

“There were deaths we were responsible for. I can’t say the Inquisition was wrong about us. Why are you involved with them?”

She opened both bottles, handing me one of them. I poured a new glass and took a swallow because I could only tell her a small part of the truth. “An accident of birth. You don’t have a mate?”

With a disgusted snort, she sank down on the chair opposite of me. “From that sorry lot? I refused them all.” Evelyn lifted her chin, her eyes cold and hard. “I deserve better than one of those bottom feeders. So did April, the other bitch in the pack, but the Alpha got her drunk enough one night so she accepted him. What do you intend to do once we’re in Canada?”

“Once you’re under the protection of a pack, I’ll call my brother and confess. He’ll skin me for a rug, I’m sure. If I’m lucky, he won’t have me executed for it—though considering the circumstances, it’s anyone’s guess. We’ll see. How old are you?”

Evelyn grimaced and didn’t bother pouring into the glass. She took a long swig directly from her bottle. “You?”

“Thirty-two.” I considered her for a long moment before asking, “What do you have against clothes?”

She laughed. “I like clothes when necessary. I certainly wasn’t going to let the guy bringing room service get a look. Would you like me to take them off?”

I wanted her to, but there was no way I was going to admit it. After draining my glass, I set it aside in favor of her method of drinking right from the bottle. I had the feeling it was going to be a very long day.


Chapter Four







On a scale of one to ten, I was drunk. It happened sometime between finishing off the first bottle of wine and opening the third, that much I managed to piece together despite the pleasant numbness of intoxication. I wasn’t sure which one of us had the idea to watch television, though I had the dim recollection of stealing the remote before Evelyn could claim it.

I had set the channel to Animal Planet, and from my stretched out position on one side of the bed, I watched the auburn-haired Fenerec wiggle on the bed’s edge, leaning forward to watch rabbits on the big screen. The special made me laugh, detailing the lives of wild bunnies and the species preying on them.

Evelyn sat on her knees, beating her leg as a wolf lunged for a rabbit, crashing into a tree instead of catching its prey. While she howled her discontent, I choked back my chuckles.

“Mangy mutt! Disgrace to all of our kin, that’s what you are,” Evelyn wailed, waving her fist at the television. She flopped backwards, her arms slapping against the mattress over her head. “It’s inexcusable, Jackson. Did you see that? Completely inexcusable.”

It took several deep breaths and a drink of wine to keep from chortling. “It does, indeed, seem as though the rabbit got away.”

“A beginner’s mistake. He shouldn’t have missed. He shouldn’t have hit the tree. It’s a disgrace, Jackson!” Rolling over, she pouted at me. “Don’t tell me you were cheering for the rabbit.”

In truth, I had been too busy watching her to care about the rabbit, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. I laughed. “The rabbit won, didn’t it?”

She wrinkled her freckled nose at me. “Inexcusable.” Sitting up, she crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at me.

“Surely you’ve had at least one defenseless little bunny escape you before,” I teased.

“Bite your tongue!”

Pointing at the television, I said, “Listen! The show even agrees with me. Rabbits escape predators thanks to those powerful hind legs. Evolution at its finest.”

Even in my less-than-sober state, I was pretty certain her sniffle was faked. “I do not let my prey escape.”

Eyeing the bottle of wine, which was dangerously close to empty, I wondered if I classified as predator, prey, or both. “Is that so?” I murmured.

With a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, she leaned over me, narrowing her eyes. “That is so.”

The huskiness of her voice and her rumbling tone warned me of trouble. The deliberate way she lowered her gaze to my mouth confirmed my suspicions. Every desire I had tempted me to accept her invitation. My breath caught in my throat as I watched her watch me.

When she ran her tongue over her lower lip, I wanted nothing more than to reach up, run my fingers through her tousled hair, and pull her down to me.

My cell rang, the shrill noise startling me into rolling over and reaching for it so I could grab it and fling it at the wall. I reached the edge of the bed, groping for the nightstand and the accursed device, and rolled right off the bed. I hit the carpet with an undignified squawk. The room chose that moment to spin in lazy circles around me as all of the wine worked its way to my head.

I groaned and draped my arm over my eyes, thinking of all of the curses I couldn’t bring myself to say while Evelyn could hear me.

“This better be good,” Evelyn growled, and with a sinking feeling, I realized she had answered the call. “What is it, Zachary?” Her tone was so sharp I wondered if she was about to break my phone. I shifted my arm to my forehead to watch her hover over the nightstand, pouting.

If she did break my phone, I wouldn’t blame her. I wanted to destroy the damned thing—preferably by sending it on a collision course with my friend’s thick head.

“Yes, yes you did interrupt something interesting, thank you absolutely not at all,” she snapped.

I sighed, mourning the lost opportunity while also relieved that Zachary’s timing had spared me from doing something I’d regret later. It was probably for the best, as I had no doubts I wouldn’t want to stop if I did give in to my desire for the gorgeous woman hanging off the side of the bed while talking to my friend on the phone.

“No, he fell out of bed trying to answer your call. Jackson? He wants to talk to you.” Evelyn leaned over, dangling the phone within easy reach.

I groaned again and lifted my hand. Once I had a good grip on the cell, I flopped it down somewhere in the general vicinity of my ear. “I hate you. What do you need? If it involves driving, you’re fu—out of luck.” I coughed at my lack of discretion and loose tongue. “Did I mention I hate you?”

“Damn, Boss. I’ll make it up to you later, but you need to go take a very cold shower and get your ass checked out of that hotel in twenty minutes or less. There are sixteen Inquisitors booked on the Wave Dream, and I’m pretty sure they’re tracking your phone. Smash it, sober up, and get ready to hit the road. No, you don’t have time for arguing—or treating your lady properly. Give the nice and angry woman a kiss on the cheek and tell her to get dressed. I’ll be there with a pickup soon.”

I bit back the hundred and one curses I wanted to spit out. Without waiting for my acknowledgment, Zach hung up.

“I hate my life,” I lamented, holding my cell up to Evelyn. “I don’t suppose you’re strong enough to break this, are you?”

She leaned over the edge of the bed, her hair spilling over her shoulder. “Why do you need to smash your poor phone?”

“GPS tracking,” I grumbled, waving it at her. When she reached down to grab my cell, I captured her hand, pulling it down to kiss the back of it. “I need a very cold shower now. And clothes.” I was already wearing clothes, but at least my other suit wouldn’t look quite so rumpled. “We check out in twenty.”

She sighed. “So I heard. Okay, I’ll get dressed while you shower.”

I wanted to kiss her cheek, but I didn’t trust myself not to miss—on purpose. Her pouting lips tempted me far, far too much. “I’m sorry.”

Gripping my phone in both hands, she snapped it in half. “I do not let my prey escape.” She broke the two halves into smaller pieces, all without looking away from me.

I gulped. “I’ll remember that.” Staggering to my feet, I stumbled across the room to fetch my suit and retreated to the bathroom, cursing the Inquisition, Zachary, and the fact I was stupid enough to leave a gorgeous and willing woman alone on a bed plenty large enough for two.




~~*~~




Between the shower and my new worries over how the Inquisition had linked my new phone to me, I was reasonably sober by the time we were checked out. I limited my interactions to tired grunts while Evelyn handled anything that required actual words. Once we finished checking out, I stowed my disposable credit card in my pocket.

Before I could worry about whether or not Zachary would show, he swept in through the hotel’s automatic doors.

“All ready?” My friend had gained a few more gray hairs since the last time I saw him. He wore his crisp white uniform with his captain’s hat tucked under his arm.

I judged the distance and my capabilities of crossing it without tripping over my own feet. The odds weren’t in my favor.

Evelyn met him halfway across the lobby, thrusting out her hand. “Nice to meet you,” she said. Judging by the way her pitch dropped, I ranked my friend as one of the very last people on Earth the Fenerec wished to see.

With a sigh, I stooped to grab our bag. That I made it upright without staggering was something I classified as a miracle. Leaving the two to their posturing, I headed for the door. Once outside, the cooling evening air revitalized me more than the shower had. The salt in the air filled my lungs, and while it didn’t help sober me up, I halted to enjoy the scent.

“She’s pretty, Boss. Now I’m genuinely truly and deeply sorry I interrupted you,” Zachary said, taking the bag from me. “You look like hell. What did you do to your hand?”

“She bites,” I replied, turning to open the door for Evelyn before remembering it was automatic.

Coming to a halt at my side, she bared her teeth. At the same time, she brushed her fingers against the back of my uninjured hand. “Later.”

I flushed.

“Miss Evelyn, I will make up for ruining your plans, I assure you. Considering the developments, I thought it was wise to get you both to the Wave Dream and settled. I’ll explain in more detail once we’re in the truck—and on board.” Zachary pointed at a dark blue truck parked near the front of the hotel. Evelyn’s motorcycle was already loaded and secured to the bed.

“I suppose I’ll forgive you this once, but only this once,” the Fenerec murmured, flashing Zachary a smile.

I smirked when my friend’s tanned cheeks darkened with his blush, glad I wasn’t the only one who reacted to her.

“I’ll have to steal him from you for a while for business, I’m afraid. There are a lot of things we’ll need to discuss.”

Circling around the truck, I opened the passenger side door for Evelyn. “I wouldn’t be worried with only one or two Inquisitors to dodge. It’s a big ship. Sixteen, however, is a bit much, don’t you think?”

“The Inquisition officially notified me, informing me that I would relinquish available suites to them. I’ve been led to believe that your killers might have booked passage. Canada’s a popular destination this week.” Zachary climbed into the truck. “Do you mind taking the back, Evelyn?”

“I don’t mind,” she said, wiggling into the narrow backseat.

I think she wiggled more than necessary, and while I should have averted my eyes, I stared at her. When she caught me watching, she smirked.

“Boss, I know she’s pretty, but get in the truck already. I’d rather not leave without you, seeing as I came all this way just to pick you up.”

I grunted and climbed in, buckling up before I shut the door. Zachary started the engine and pulled out. While I expected him to burn rubber, he drove at a sedate speed. “Five minutes if that,” I countered.

“I’m amazed you can still count. How much did you drink, anyway?”

“Too much. Why did I break my brand new phone, anyway?”

“I already told you, didn’t I? They were tracking it. In less than thirty minutes, a group of very angry Inquisitors will be visiting the hotel. News on the wire is your killer stole the phone to access Inquisition data.”

Evelyn growled before saying,  “He didn’t break it. I did. Into teeny tiny pieces, which I decided to flush to make certain the phone didn’t reappear anytime soon.”

Laughing, Zachary shook his head. “That’s going to drive them absolutely wild. You did dump your wallet, didn’t you, Boss?”

“It’s gone, along with my regular ID. Last I saw it, it was somewhere in Georgia lying on the ground. It might have been covered in blood.”

“No wonder they think you’re dead. Your brother’s in the process of losing his shi—”

I cleared my throat so my friend wouldn’t curse in front of Evelyn. “Yes, I expect he’ll be a little upset with me.”

“A little? Someone blew up his truck. Also, we’ll be talking about who your brother is. I can’t even believe it, and he was the one who told me. Anyway, add in the fact they found your stuff covered in your blood, and almost everyone believes you’re dead. A few believe you’ve been kidnapped, since they didn’t find your body. That said, I heard it’s a real mess there, and it’s entirely possible, according to some, that your body is there, but it’s in so many chunks they might never get a positive ID on it.”

I groaned, wishing I hadn’t drunk so much. Following the conversation was proving difficult enough. It took me far longer than I liked to realize my friend must have done one of the more dangerous and foolish things he’d ever managed since I’d employed him. “You hacked into the Inquisition’s communications, didn’t you?”

While I could handle the fact the world spun around me in slow circles, dealing with the unanticipated fallout of my haphazard escape with Evelyn required sobriety, something I definitely lacked.

With a snort, Zachary pulled the truck into a parking lot near the pier. “Of course I did. I was in less than ten minutes after you called me. It’s going to be hard keeping you hidden, Boss. We both know the Inquisition will cheat, so we will have to cheat better than they do. How do you want to play this?”

With another groan, I banged my head into the truck’s dashboard. “I’m too drunk for this. Let me think for a bit.”

“I’ll have coffee for you once we’re on board,” my friend promised.

“If the Inquisition believes he’s been kidnapped, that’s better for him, right?” Evelyn asked.

Zachary made a thoughtful noise before replying, “Possibly.”

“Could you make it look like we’ve both been kidnapped?”

I grunted, waving my hand dismissively. “Impossible. Absolutely not. I might get away with it because of my brother, but not you. They have your picture on file. They might believe you’ve been kidnapped, but they won’t treat you well.”

“Boss, please tell me she’s not one of their targets.”

Drumming my fingers against the dash, I considered how to handle the newest of my problems. “I won’t tell you she’s one of their targets. Instead, I’ll tell your truck. I know, truck. It’s difficult being us. You have to put up with him every day. Your owner is an idiot if he thinks I’d leave her for the Inquisition to find.”

Evelyn giggled.

“Okay, okay. Fine, I got the idea, Boss. Your sarcasm has improved. It must be the alcohol talking. I understand. Of course you wouldn’t abandon such a pretty lady. With her looks? I wouldn’t have abandoned her either.”

“Why, thank you,” was the Fenerec’s pleased reply.

I had no real reason to be jealous, but I was. “I wouldn’t leave any la—”

“Boss, be quiet before you get yourself in trouble.”

Evelyn’s laughter was sweet. “He’s fine, Zachary.”

“It’s not a far walk to where we board. Think you’ll make it that far, Boss? I’d rather not have to try to carry you. It’d rumple my uniform.”

I threw open the door and slid out. For a moment, I thought I’d make a one way trip to the asphalt, but with a little help from the truck, I stayed on my feet. “Next time, I stick to whiskey.”

“So there’ll be a next time?” Evelyn asked, her tone pleased.

Instead of answering, I grabbed our bag and headed in the direction of the Wave Dream. As far as cruise ships went, it was on the smaller size, although I knew it could easily carry eight hundred passengers. In the spotlights illuminating the piers, I could see that the hull had been repainted recently in white with blue accents.

“Not for a while, Miss,” Zachary chided, following after me, and despite my protests, he took the luggage from me. “Let’s get you both on board. Boss, you’ll be holed up in my quarters for the time being. A friend of mine will need to see your lady for a while in your stateroom.”

“She’s—”

“—delighted to meet your friend,” Evelyn replied, delivered in a tone warning me to keep my mouth shut.

I decided it was in my better interest to obey, so I swallowed back the rest of what I had been planning to say. Evelyn wasn’t my lady, no matter how badly I wanted her at the moment. “Why your quarters?”

“First, no one will bother you while you sleep off the wine. Second, I had it swept for bugs an hour ago. Third, it’s guarded by one of mine, so if someone from the Inquisition tries to install any listening devices, I’ll know about it. Just how much did you have, anyway?”

“A bit,” I evaded.

Once again, it was Evelyn who undid my efforts by saying, “Two or three bottles.”

“You’re going to be so hung over, Boss.”

I believed him.




~~*~~




Before Zachary let me crash in his quarters, he forced me to drink enough water to float the Wave Dream. It didn’t save me from the prophesied hangover. An army of little men with pickaxes dug their way through my skull. I didn’t want to know what had died in my mouth, but it had died and rotted, which was ultimately the reason I forced myself to get out of bed. Staggering to the bathroom, I splashed water on my face and went through the motions of getting ready for the day, wondering how long I’d been asleep and whether or not I could get away with going back to bed.

“You alive, Boss?” Zachary asked from the other room. I grunted, hoping I was loud enough for my friend to hear me. A chuckle answered me, followed by, “There’s breakfast and painkillers out here. We’re setting sail in a few hours. I have work to do, but you need to be functional. I just finished setting up a monitor tapping into our security system so you can watch the passengers boarding. It’s your job to identify all of the Inquisitors you can. I know I’ve missed at least a few.”

I splashed my face again before I staggered my way into Zachary’s private sitting room. He had an official Captain’s Quarters meant to impress any passengers who found their way into it. I preferred the private room, large and excessively decorated in a Victorian styling, including a fainting couch tucked in a corner and an antique globe that had probably been old when my grandfather had been born. Zach was perched on the edge of the floral-patterned couch, staring intently at a laptop set up on the coffee table.

A covered silver plate awaited me, reeking of bacon, eggs, and other foods deemed suitable for those suffering from excess. I swallowed as my stomach announced its dislike of even the thought of eating. A bottle of water and a pair of pills sat on the edge of the table, which I grabbed before flopping down next to my friend.

“You look like hell,” he said.

I grunted, twisting off the cap and downing half the bottle before swallowing the painkillers.

“Evelyn is in your stateroom, currently occupied. General boarding begins in twenty minutes. You have enough time to eat and grab a quick shower. I’m going to leave my cell with you and text you updates. Once we’ve set sail, I’ll sneak you out of here. Until then, make yourself at home.”

“What time is it?” I asked, squinting at the laptop’s screen. Four frames showed the gangway from various angles, ensuring I’d get a good look at everyone boarding the Wave Dream.

“Six in the morning. Tide changes at five after nine, which is when we’ll set sail. Seriously, eat and take a shower. You’ll feel better.” Zachary grinned at me. “For what it’s worth, she’s pretty and seems nice.”

I drank down the rest of the water and whacked my friend upside the head with the empty bottle. “She’s also a Fenerec.”

“Even better. She’ll take care of you for life, then. I know you, Boss. That’s not a problem. It’ll be nice seeing you with someone as serious about you as you are about her.”

The slight against Suzanne cut through my hangover, but before I could retort, Zachary lifted his hand. I swallowed back my desire to snap at him, waiting to see just what my friend had to say.

He sighed, plucking the bottle out of my hands. Setting it on the table, he leaned over, snatched up a new one, and gave it to me. “Face facts, Jackson. We both know you two were ice and fire. When she flared up, you melted and let her burn you. You loved her far more than she deserved. I’m not going to apologize, either, so don’t ask me to. She was a nice enough girl, but she didn’t treat you like you needed or deserved. So what if Evelyn is a Fenerec? She’ll take care of you until the day you die, without reservation.”

His words stung, and I clenched my teeth, which added to my headache. In my effort to push away my thoughts of Suzanne, I focused on his thoughts regarding Fenerec and their tendency to remain faithful to their mates for life. “I’m pretty sure she’s not supposed to be the one caring for me. When I’m eighty, she’ll look just like she does now. How is that fair to her?”

In the end, I had failed Suzanne. She had been my love, my life, and my responsibility. When she had died, I hadn’t made it to the hospital in time, leaving her alone in her final moments. I doubted I would ever forgive myself for that.

Death parted us, and I hadn’t been there for her.

“Sure, that’s the case if you were born in the eighteen hundreds. Cut the old-fashioned crap, Boss. A lady that pretty and friendly doesn’t show up every day. She likes you, that much is obvious, and judging from what I interrupted, you like her right back. What’s the problem?”

“I won’t take advantage of her,” I snapped.

Zachary laughed, which only added to my irritation. I twisted the cap off the bottle and pinged it off his head.

Grinning, he waggled his finger at me. “It’s not taking advantage if she’s willing, and it’d take a blind idiot not to notice she’s willing. Trust me on this one. She’s a hot number, and she’s got good tastes. I bet if you proposed to her right now, she’d accept without hesitation. Don’t ruin such a good chance. At least consider it—or at least agree to date her!”

“I’ve known her for all of two days, Zach. Don’t you see a problem with that?”

“Three, technically. And no, I do not see a problem with that at all. You committed to Suzanne in far less time than that.”

I glared at him because I couldn’t deny the truth of his words.

“Think about it. I’ll sneak you down to the spa in the off hours, have them cut and dye your hair, trim that beard you’ve got going on, and get you some color-changing contacts. I’ll dress you up in a nice suit, and then I’ll marry you to the pretty lady while the setting sun lights the seas on fire. It’ll be glorious. Better yet, even if there are Inquisitors on board, not a single one of them will believe you’d be willing to wed anyone, let alone someone you just met.

My mouth dropped open. Me marry Evelyn? The thought was so absurd all I could do was blurt, “Zach!”

“Do you have a better idea? It’s brilliant, if I do say so myself. If you’re married to her, you can resume all of those nice things I interrupted earlier, free of guilt. You’ll thank me later. I have excellent tastes, I hope you know, and she’s about as perfect for you as I’ve seen. Do you doubt my judgment, Boss?”

“I think you need thrown overboard to restore you to your senses. I can’t marry a woman I’ve just met.”

“Actually, yes, you can. People do it all of the time. Ever hear of Las Vegas? It’s a fun town; you should go sometime. You’re an unbonded witch. She’s a Fenerec. It’s a great match.”

“Zach,” I growled.

“Do you have a better plan? Go shower and think about it. I have to get to work. I’ll check in on you right before we set sail. If you spot Inquisitors on the monitor, make a note of the time so we can review the images later.”

I sighed. “I’ll come up with a better plan, but I’ll tell you this much: I’m not going to sacrifice a woman on a washout like me just to dodge the Inquisition.”

Zach snorted, stood, and headed to the door. “Normal people get depressed when drunk, not during the hangover, Emmett. Don’t insult the lady when she likes you.”

“She doesn’t know me.”

“You’ll have time to get to know her on the cruise. I assure you, you’re an easy man to get a fix on, Boss. At least think about it. I can marry the two of you whenever I want. It’s time you let Suzanne go. You’re not going to find someone like Evelyn again. She’s gorgeous, smart, and has eyes only for you. If you throw away this chance, I’ll make you walk the plank. I’m sure I can find one on board somewhere,” he said before leaving the room and closing the door behind him.


Chapter Five







One by one, I watched several hundred passengers board, managing to identify twenty Inquisitors by name. There were ten more I knew by reputation and from photographs. When boarding was nearly completed, my worst nightmare joined those in line to set sail on the Wave Dream.

My twin had no business sailing on the cruise ship, yet there he was, scowling at something the brown-haired woman beside him said. His annoyed expression deflated to a frown. She kept talking until she managed to work a pained smile out of my brother. My curiosity piqued as I realized she was the elegantly dressed woman in the picture sent with my orders for Oconee National Forest.

Not for the first time in my life, I envied twins who could sense each other. If we’d been closer, if we better fit the twin stereotype, he wouldn’t have believed I was gone. Behind his smile, I saw his anguish. I captured an image of them, wondering just what I had done to my brother in my hastily devised plan to avoid those who had killed my fellow Inquisitors.

Hiding from more than thirty Inquisitors, one of whom was the Shadow Pope, came too close to impossible for my liking. The only good thing I could see about the situation was that my twin’s presence ensured the death of Zachary’s idea to marry Evelyn and me. Dye, color contacts, and basic changes to my appearance wouldn’t fool my brother.

That was one thing we got right. No matter how often he tried to surprise me, or the number of years that separated our visits, I always knew my twin at a glance, and he knew me.

Maybe I’d let Zach force me into walking the plank. It’d be my best chance of escape. With scuba gear, if he dumped me in shallow water, I could walk my way to shore. With a grimace, I leaned back and pinched the bridge of my nose. Maybe I’d skip the scuba gear when I walked the plank; my problems would come to an end in however long it took me to drown.

I didn’t swim. I sank like a stone, much to the disgust and dismay of each and every person who had attempted to teach me. It was a problem many Earth witches shared. Popular opinion among the Inquisition was that there was no way I was possibly a strong enough witch to suffer from my element’s opposition to water. It was less of an opposition, I felt, than it was the fact water liked me so much that it didn’t want to let me go.

My twin had laughed long and hard when I had presented the theory to him, along with my complaints about my swimming troubles.

If anyone was doomed to drown in a puddle, it’d be me.

I was reaching for Zach’s cell when I heard the door creak open behind me.

“It’s an hour before departure,” my friend said, his voice breathless. “How’s the passenger list looking?”

I rubbed my temples. “Your crew is going to kill you for sneaking off so close to setting sail.”

“They’ll live. How’s the count?”

After a moment of thought, wondering when I should drop the bomb on my friend, I replied, “About twice what you were expecting. His Dark Holiness just boarded.”

I felt Zachary push against the couch before he leaned over my shoulder. “No fucking way.”

“Yes, fucking way,” I replied, pointing at one of the frames, which showed my brother and the woman heading up the ramp to board. While a handful of others boarded after my twin, I paid them no attention. “He brought his girlfriend as well. He looks fit to kill.”

“Fuck. Sixteen Inquisitors I could handle. Thirty-two plus the Shadow Pope? What the hell did you do, Boss? They’ll rip my ship apart.” Zachary groaned, flopping limply over the back of the couch. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to get you out of here to your stateroom without one of them catching you, let alone force you to walk the plank. I’d launch a jet ski overboard, but with your cursed luck, you’d just drown before making shore. Maybe I can sneak you and Evelyn off ship after dark, assuming she knows how to swim and can keep your head above water. Damn it.”

“Sorry, Zach.”

“You did what you had to do, whatever that was. You’re not the reckless type, not usually. Are you certain he’s the Shadow Pope?”

I twisted around to glare at my friend. “I think I’d recognize my own brother. You know, the guy who looks exactly the same as I do?” At the rate my sarcasm was improving, I’d be as much of a smartass as Zachary given a week or two.

“Well, shit. I was hoping, okay?”

“I know. Well, if he’s here, I promise you there are a lot of Inquisitors on board. They’d never let him out without a good guard. We’ll have to figure out who they are.” Drumming my hands on the coffee table, I watched the final passengers board the ship. Information was what I needed before I could make a solid plan. Once I had a good idea of how many Inquisitors were actually on board, maybe I could think of something to help me escape with Evelyn. “Can you pull up a list of all bookings since Monday morning? If we assume everyone from that point forward is an Inquisitor, it might give us a bit of an advantage.”

“At this point, I think the only thing left to do is to set this cursed ship on fire, sink her, and evacuate everyone,” Zachary grumbled. “I need a new boat anyway—and a better route. I’m due for a promotion.”

“I’m pretty sure those who set their ships on fire do not get promotions, Zachary.”

“They do when no one is injured during the emergency. It also helps if no one discovers that the captain was the one setting the fire,” was my friend’s disgruntled reply.

“Zachary, I really don’t think we should set your ship on fire. She’s too precious to you—and she’s far too valuable.”

“She’s over forty years old, Boss. She’s due to retire. So long as everyone gets off safe and sound, there’s no better burial than one at sea for a good boat like her. I’ve got three rogue witches as crew. Even if you’re not caught, they might be. I’d blow the Wave Dream sky high if it means I can keep them safe. We have to do something.”

I winced, and thinking about my brother’s Red Beast, I understood completely. “What kind of witches?”

“Two fire and a water witch. They’re useful on board a ship like this.”

If I was going to help Zach sink his ship, fire witches would help a lot—and make the process a lot safer for everyone involved. “Would they be willing to help?”

“To avoid being caught by the Inquisition? I’m certain of it. But if the Inquisitors have their own fire witches on board, we’re busted.”

The Inquisitors likely had fire witches among them, but I didn’t mention it; Zachary didn’t need to add to his worries. Fire witches were the most common type, with water witches coming a close second. I considered the problem, humming tunelessly. “Maybe I can start a fire in the cargo bay big enough to warrant an evacuation? They won’t have access to there,” I suggested. “If there’s enough smoke, you’d need to clear the ship off, right?”

“Getting someone, especially you, down to the cargo bay without being seen will be problematic.”

“So will be staying in your quarters. My twin will ask to see you. It’s inevitable. I don’t want to be anywhere in the area when he comes.”

Zachary cursed, banging his forehead against the couch. “I hate it when you’re right.”

I managed a weak laugh. “Dress me and Evelyn up as crew. No one pays any attention to crew. With a cap, the contacts, and a proper uniform, I’m sure I can make it down to the cargo bay with no one any wiser I’m on board.”

“Maybe. I’ll have to see if I can find a uniform that’ll fit you. Max might be near your size, and Linda can alter it fast enough for our needs. Evelyn will fit in Amanda’s uniform, so there’s no problem there.”

I narrowed my eyes, prodding Zach’s forehead with my finger. “And just how do you know what size clothing your female crew wears?”

Zachary grinned at me.

“That’s disgusting.”

“Hey, don’t judge, Boss. She likes it.”

“You have no dignity. None at all.” Sighing at my bad luck and Zachary’s admission, I shook my head and scratched my forehead. “You need to go work. Do you have blueprints of the ship? I’d like to see what we might be able to do to make a lot of smoke without causing a whole lot of damage to the Wave Dream. Let’s not sink your ship unless we must. I really can’t swim.”

“We have scuba gear on board. You’re trained to use it. I’ll make sure you’re equipped just in case.”

I snorted. “What a comfort.”

“Seriously, I’m amazed you’re willing to come on board at all. You are either insane or you utterly lack a sense of self preservation.”

“A bit of both,” I replied, cracking a grin for Zachary’s benefit.




~~*~~




Armed with the Wave Dream’s blueprints, I examined the ship’s layout, wondering how I was going cross the entirety of the vessel, working my way down multiple floors, all without being seen. There weren’t any elevators; the Wave Dream was simply too old for such a luxury. From what I could tell, a single lift connected the cargo bay to the kitchens, and if my reading of the layout was correct, there was no way Evelyn would fit inside, let alone me.

The most direct route would take me through the most populous areas of the ship. While Evelyn could likely sneak her way to the cargo bay disguised as crew, I wouldn’t stand a chance. Inquisitors jumped at shadows and looked for ghosts, and my twin was too observant for his own good. It was tempting to call him just so I could erase his worries and grief, but I couldn’t.

If I revealed myself, I’d put Evelyn at risk. I had chosen to save her, and that meant I couldn’t just hand her over to the Inquisition. Before I could deal with the problem of my twin, I had to make certain Evelyn made it to Canada and was under the protection of a Fenerec pack outside of the Inquisition’s control.

Until then, I had to leave my brother to his grief and continue to bear my guilt, which gnawed away at my chest and left me fighting for breath. If my twin hadn’t come, if he had remained safe in Atlanta, things would have been much easier. With him on board, I didn’t want to even smoke out the Wave Dream. I didn’t want to hurt him, not any more than I already had.

My crimes against him knew no end. First, I had forced him into becoming the Shadow Pope, a burden I should have carried. But the leader of the Inquisition was a null; my powers as a witch rendered me tainted, ineligible to remain part of the Anderson family, let alone someone worthy of ruling the supernatural’s policing force.

There were many who likely rejoiced at the idea of my demise, as my death solved a lot of problems, especially for my mother and father.

Their shame wouldn’t haunt them any longer.

I groaned, rubbing my face. Maybe Zachary had been right; normal drunks got depressed while still under the influence. Me? I wallowed in self-pity and loathing during the hangover. No matter what he had said about Suzanne, he’d been wrong about one thing. My wife had always been right to insist I leave alcohol alone. Nothing good came of it.

I felt myself flush at the blurred memory of Evelyn in the hotel room we had shared. She deserved better than a drunk’s primitive lust.

“What a fucking mess,” I muttered, running my hands through my hair, struggling to force my attention back to the blueprints and all of my problems. I had to give the designer credit; the Wave Dream was no Titanic, lacking an obvious flaw spelling the ship’s doom.

I almost wished for an iceberg, a large one lurking beneath the surface, waiting for its chance to punch a hole through the hull. Even if an iceberg caught Zachary unawares—an impossibility where we were sailing—the Wave Dream had been built to last. Safety had been the top consideration in the ship’s construction.

If I wanted to sink her or smoke her out, I would need to put a lot of effort into it. To produce enough smoke to warrant an evacuation, I’d have to ignite every section of the ship’s lowest level, which was properly compartmentalized, unlike the doomed Titanic. A hole in the hull capable of sinking her while giving everyone enough time to evacuate was much harder for a fire or water witch to counter.

The thought of hurting anyone in my efforts to avoid the Inquisition left me nauseous. No matter what, I couldn’t allow anyone to die, not because of me. I stared helplessly at the blueprints, wondering if it might have been better if I hadn’t made it out of Oconee National Forest. Grimacing, I shook my head.

If I hadn’t been around to take out the bullet, Evelyn would have died from silver poisoning. I couldn’t accept that. The jade-eyed Fenerec deserved a chance to live, no matter how much I hated myself for my reckless plan and lack of consideration of the consequences.

Once again, my guilt surged. Zachary had been right about too many things, including my inability to let Suzanne go. I was insane to ignore everything Evelyn was offering, but it was for the best.

Once my twin realized I lived, if Evelyn remained with me, she’d be as doomed as those on the Titanic, and I couldn’t allow myself to be the ship that drowned her. I swallowed, clenched my teeth, and glared at the blueprints in search of answers.

No matter what, I had to find a way to make things right.




~~*~~




If I ever found out who had coined the idea that all problems could be solved with fire, I was going to hunt them down and hit them as hard as I could. With my luck, the responsible individual was already dead, leaving me to do something stupid, like dance naked on their grave. It didn’t feel like a very potent threat. For a moment, I considered asking Evelyn if she’d do it.

I thought better of it. I had no doubts she’d be happy to shed her clothes, but she wouldn’t be interested in dancing on a grave.

My amusement at the thought didn’t last long before reality came crashing down once more in the form of a headache, reminding me about the consequences of my idiocy. Turning my attention back to the blueprints, I sighed and once again went over the quickest paths across the ship. The only viable plan I had involved my taking several jet skis, Evelyn, and Zachary’s witches and bailing from the ship as quickly as possible. We could find another way to Canada, somehow. If I wore scuba gear or a life vest, maybe I wouldn’t drown—or sink—when I ended up in the ocean. I wondered how close to shore Zachary could take the Wave Dream in the middle of the night.

“How’s your hangover?” Zachary said from right behind me. With an undignified squeak, I whirled around. He looked about as tired as I felt.

“Mostly gone.” Compared to the morning, I felt much better, although I was convinced the headache would never leave.

After flopping onto the couch next to me, he lifted the lid from the silver plate. “You didn’t eat.”

“You should thank me for not puking all over your floor, which is what would have happened,” I countered.

“Boss, it’s bacon. Bacon cures all ills. I should know. I have my PhD in the preparation and consumption of bacon.”

“You need to have your doctorate revoked. Its curative powers do not apply to my hangovers. Are you off shift?” I picked up one of the sheets of the blueprint, glaring at it for its lack of cooperation in my plan making. “I’ve decided I’ll walk the plank. I’ll even let you poke me with a sword. You do have a sword, don’t you? How about a pirate hat? Where’s Evelyn?”

Zachary chuckled, popping one of the slices of bacon into his mouth before replying, “She is testing a theory. It involves her, a very skimpy bikini, and one of the ship’s pools. So far, we have confirmed that the average man is too busy staring at her breasts to give more than a passing glance at her face.”

I set the blueprint down on the coffee table, turning to glare at my friend, who reached out for a second slice of bacon. I beat him to it, snatching it and biting it in half before saying, “Is that so.”

“It is so. You’re missing quite the show. You’re going to have to carry a club to keep the competition away from her. You should let me marry you two so you won’t have to protect your territory.”

“That isn’t funny, Zach.”

“Sure it is; you’re just a stick in the mud. I do have some good news for you, though.”

“What?” I snatched the other two pieces of bacon before Zachary could steal them. If he wanted the eggs, he was welcome to them. Maybe he was right about the powers of bacon, because my headache didn’t seem quite so bad after I took out my frustration on it.

“Your brother decided to come pay me a little visit while I was working, so I took him to a quiet part of the ship for a heart to heart. I informed him that I had one or two people who had been attacked on board, and that I wasn’t going to tolerate the Inquisition’s interference with my ship. They were welcome on board, but they weren’t to harass any of my passengers—not a single one of them—or my crew without clearing it with me first and providing proof they’re the ones the Inquisition is looking for. He agreed. He knows there’s at least one woman on board under my guard. He asked if she was involved with his brother’s death. I told him she absolutely was not and that she was just as much of a victim. He bought it hook, line, and sinker. If they discover Evelyn, which I doubt, they’ll leave her alone while she’s on board.”

I shook my head, “Once she disembarks, all bets are off. They won’t let one of their targets go, not that easily.”

“You’re right, but it’s better than nothing—and when the Shadow Pope says something, it’s law. We both know that. She’ll be safe enough for now. I told her to enjoy the cruise while she could. She’s more interested in seeing you, but if the Inquisition does spot her…”

“She’d end up leading them right to me, which would really make things awkward, especially when they piece together I was on the team sent to kill her. Still, Evelyn’s the one at real risk.”

“Which is exactly why I’ll be getting both of you off the ship tonight. I’ve charted our course as close to shore as I can. Once most everyone has gone to sleep, I’ll launch a jet ski for you two. Evelyn can swim, and she’s assured me she’s strong enough to handle you if you run into trouble.”

I shivered at the thought of ending up in the ocean, with or without help, scuba gear, or a life jacket. “Beats sinking the ship with my brother on board.”

Zachary chuckled. “Knowing you, you’ve been beating your head against the coffee table for the past few hours trying to avoid any plan that might involve any risk to him whatsoever. I know you. You protect what you think is yours, and he’s your twin, for all you have a couple of inches on him.”

“Identical in all ways except that,” I muttered.

“All right. Here’s what we’ll do,” Zachary said, smoothing out one of the blueprints on the table. He pointed at the cargo bay. “It’s not on here, but there’s a launch rig in there not too far over the water line. The trick will be getting you down there unnoticed, but I have an idea on how to handle that. I brought one of Max’s uniforms. So long as it sort of fits, once dinner starts in about thirty minutes, you’ll make your way down to the cargo bay. A lot of people will be moving around, and it’s easy for a crew member to get lost in the crowd. I brought a set of keys so you can access the lower floors.”

“That might work,” I replied, considering the best way to get to the cargo bay. “All right. Got one of those nice caps the other crew gets to wear for me?”

“You better believe I do. Keep your brim down and your head ducked and you’ll be fine. Look busy and in a hurry, and you’ll match the rest of the staff. After things settle down, I’ll send Evelyn along with something for you to eat so you don’t starve to death while waiting for your ride out of here. I’ll be along sometime between one and two in the morning. There’ll be a concert on the other end of the ship, which should prove enough of a distraction to prevent anyone from noticing you leaving.”

“That’s a much better plan than what I had. Did I mention that mine involved walking the plank?” Despite everything, including the lingering remnants of my headache, I laughed.

“I’m fairly certain Evelyn would kill me if I made you walk the plank. To answer your question, yes, I do have a sword. Yes, I do have a pirate’s hat. Maybe I’ll wear them tonight for the fun of it. I dress up as a pirate at least once every voyage. The passengers love it.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

Zachary grinned at me. “You’re a lucky man, Boss. She’s a territorial woman, and she’s decided you’re hers. She’s going to give you lots of trouble.”

I scowled at how pleased my friend sounded about that. “Is that so.”

“It is so. Once things settle down, send word to me, and I’ll marry you two as I said.”

“You’re making assumptions again,” I grumbled before I sat straighter. “What about your witches? What are they going to do with so many Inquisitors on board?”

Getting to his feet, Zachary bumped my shoulder with his fist. “They’ll be fine. They’re all assigned to the night shift and will work in off-limit parts of the ship. I’ll take good care of them, don’t you worry. Look, I need to shower before the crew has to fumigate the whole place to get rid of my stench. Holler if the uniform doesn’t fit.”


Chapter Six







For such an old ship, the Wave Dream boasted a surprising amount of modern decor and amenities, upgrades from when I’d last been on board. Perhaps the saddest of the changes was the removal of the original curved staircases leading from the captain’s stateroom to the next level where many of the ship’s prized cabins were located. I kept my cap’s brim low to mask my scowl as I took the escalator.

Maybe I was old fashioned, but the addition of technology to the cruise liner took away from its sweeping elegance, bowing to the inevitable march of time. Armed with one of Zachary’s clipboards in one hand and a marker in the other, I stepped out of the flow of the crowds heading to dinner to examine the sitting area. I chewed on the marker’s cap as I referenced the clipboard, went down the list, and checked off everything that was in order. Once I finished my inspection, the list would go back to Zachary and what didn’t pass muster with me would be dealt with.

While avoiding notice was my goal, I had learned from past experience that the best way to go about it was to look busy. Someone hard at work was less likely to be interrupted by a passenger. Even if someone had a question, I knew almost as much about the cruise liner as the crew. I’d manage, one way or another. All I had to do was walk from one end of the ship to the other, checking over my list as I went.

How hard could it be?

I wanted to adopt my briskest stride and get to the cargo bay, but I forced myself to keep my pace purposeful without looking hurried. The crew of a luxury liner didn’t rush. The walk was almost as unnerving as rigging my brother’s truck to explode. Instead of being shredded in the blast, if I were caught, I’d end up in Inquisition custody, unable to protect Evelyn. My palms were wet with sweat, and I resisted the urge to wipe them off on my trousers.

The crowd flowed in the direction of the dining hall, leaving me to wade through them, my head ducked while I leaned forward to mask my height. If my path crossed any Inquisitors, I didn’t spot them and they didn’t stop me. Entering the cargo bay involved heading down a flight of steps to a pair of locked industrial doors. It was a two-step process to access the bay, involving a physical key and a code punched into a number pad. I opened the doors, fighting with their weight to push my way inside.

Other ships in the same class as the Wave Dream could carry hundreds more passengers. Instead of the extra staterooms, the ship had been rigged with an expanded cargo bay, fashioned after a modern warehouse. I stood on a catwalk overlooking half of the multi-storied space. A maze of crates, shipping containers, and pallets were secured with ropes and netting. Pulleys equipped with chains with hooks swung from the railing overhead.

It’d been a while since I had been in the cargo bay of any of the ships I used for my smuggling operations. According to Zachary’s directions, I’d find the supervisor’s office below me, accessed by a staircase somewhere to my right. I closed the door, making certain to lock it and reengage the security system. The catwalk creaked under me as I headed to the office. I descended to the main floor of the warehouse. It wasn’t until I passed through a gap between two stacks of crates that I saw the darkened office. The door had been left open.

“Odd,” I muttered, tucking Zachary’s clipboard under my arm. The supervisor, like Zachary, was one of my long-term friends. Brandon wasn’t the type to walk off shift without locking up, not when he was responsible for the legal and illegal inventories on board the ship. He didn’t like leaving a job unfinished, either. When Zachary wasn’t available, I went to him—and he often handled my most sensitive work, including the transportation of radioactive materials, including the Canadian medical isotopes I acquired for the Inquisition.

The industrial lamps overhead, while offering sufficient light for the rest of the cargo bay, didn’t penetrate far into the window-fronted steel box. I’m pretty certain it had once been a shipping container modified to Brandon’s liking. I’d have to talk to Zachary about the office later. I held back a lot of money specifically for equipping my men and women with the best they could get. Brandon deserved better than a makeshift office.

Easing my way through the door, I slid my hand along the wall in search of the light switch. With my luck and Brandon’s enjoyment of pranks, he was probably lying in wait, ready and more than willing to scare a few years off my lifespan.

“Brandon, if you even think about jumping out at me, you’re a dead man,” I warned before flipping the switch.

The office was empty, and knowing my threats were futile, I stooped over to check under the stainless steel desk bolted to the floor. When I saw no sign of Brandon, I frowned and stepped forward, plunking the clipboard down on the desk.

I looked over his work; there was no sign of a note, which worried me almost as much as the spread of clutter. Instead of his usual neat stacks, sheets were scattered everywhere. Two pages had even made their way to the floor. Bending over, I scooped them up, setting them in the inbox along with the pages at risk of falling.

The creak of metal and the scuff of a boot warned me of the presence of someone behind me. Muttering under my breath, I spun to put an end to Brandon’s effort to startle me.

For a moment, I mistook the woman I faced for Evelyn; they were about the same height with bright auburn hair. I hadn’t thought green eyes were common, but hers were more of an emerald than jade. There was nothing pleasant or friendly about the way she glared at me. Her sickly pale skin set her apart from the Fenerec. If she had any beauty, it was lost in the way she scowled with her yellowed teeth exposed. A splash of red lipstick drew my eye, and the shade was too close to blood for my comfort.

She held her braided hair in one hand, the end fashioned into a hangman’s noose. Stepping forward, her frown deepened while she narrowed her eyes. She hissed, “You heard me.”

Between the disapproval in her voice and my certainty she was at least a little crazy, I jumped back, bumping into the desk. She pounced, swinging her noose in the general direction of my head. While I was fairly confident in the fact that Brandon had a gun stashed somewhere in the office, I didn’t know where. With a psycho attacking me with her hair, I didn’t have time to find it; even if I did, I doubted I could bring myself to pull the trigger. First, I’d miss. Second, I hated the thought of hurting a woman, let alone killing her.

My idiotic male ego was going to be the death of me, likely by the lady stalking me with her braid. The only real weapon I could access was the phone. Sweeping out my hand, I knocked it off the hook, sending the base clattering to the floor. Unless Zachary had changed the system, the phone would detect that no numbers had been tapped into the touchscreen display. After twenty seconds, it would page the ship’s security.

I didn’t have any time to do anything else before she was on me. Ducking away from her makeshift noose, I slid along the desk, stumbling into one of the office’s two folding chairs.

I was so focused on dodging her hair that I didn’t notice her foot sweeping out at me. Agony stabbed up my left leg as her boot connected with my knee. My yelp was cut off as she once again struck at my head. I fell back against the desk, my elbow cracking against the metal surface.

“Stand still, damn you,” she hissed.

While I drew the line at hitting a woman, I wasn’t about to let her kill me without fighting back somehow. The only thing nearby I could use as a non-lethal weapon was Brandon’s bottle of hand sanitizer. Snatching it up, I thrust it into her face, depressing the pump as hard as I could, squirting the blue-green gel into her eyes. Squealing in pain, she jerked back, rubbing her face.

“Sorry about that,” I said, lurching for the door. Her pain didn’t stop her from sweeping out a foot to trip me.

My chin cracked into the doorframe, followed by my shoulder. Instead of falling, I bounced off and staggered into the narrow passage between crates, office, and shipping containers. Leaving the woman to shriek curses in my wake, I hobbled deeper into the bay, hoping to lose her in the maze of goods.

Whoever she was, there was one thing I was certain of: she wasn’t an Inquisitor. The mad were put down so they couldn’t harm anyone. Unfortunately for me, by the time security investigated the off-the-hook phone, someone would be in a lot of trouble, and that someone was me.




~~*~~




I felt like the world’s largest mouse, and I had the misfortune of being stalked by an insane feline. My knee held my weight. but it hurt like hell, the pain made worse by the fact I had to be quiet or risk being caught. The woman screamed catcalls at me, pissing me off more and more by the minute. If she had used words, I might not have been bothered so much by it, but she vocalized in meows, hisses, and ear-piercing shrieks.

On rare occasion, when she managed to lose my trail altogether, she spat curses, most of which consisted of incomprehensible gibberish. The kindest one I made out was something regarding my mother and an anteater. Maybe if I had been someone else, the insult against my family would have held more sway, but I was pretty sure my mother would be quite content if the crazy woman with her hair noose managed to kill me.

I was seriously starting to regret my stance regarding violence against deserving and dangerous women. I also regretted not having a gun or some other weapon. My willingness to put an end to her mad ramblings and her stalking astonished and distressed me. I’d already assaulted her with hand sanitizer, and that hadn’t been enough to dissuade her. It hadn’t done more than slow her down for a few minutes.

Then again, she had her hair fashioned into a noose. Any expectation of sanity from her on my part was about as unreasonable as her presence in the cargo bay in the first place. Zachary had a strict policy against hiring the mentally unstable; with hundreds of lives in his care, his crew had their backgrounds checked out. Due to my affiliation with the Inquisition, the vetting process included both Federal and Inquisition databases, something neither Zachary nor I liked, but were forced to endure.

I couldn’t blame the Inquisition, considering the Wave Dream was the ship that carried the medical isotopes they needed.

I hunkered down between a shipping crate and a pallet of boxes enveloped in plastic wrap, grimacing as the woman shrieked somewhere not too far away. If I escaped with my head intact, I was going to have a long chat with Zachary about how someone had broken into the cargo bay. Unfortunately, who she was and what she was doing on board came second to figuring out how I was going to escape yet another bad situation with my life intact.

It just wasn’t my week.

To make matters worse, the company left a whole lot to be desired this time. While Evelyn wanted me, at least I was fairly certain it wasn’t so she could kill me. When a Fenerec wanted someone dead, they killed them. That was something I respected about wolves; they hunted to eat or remove a threat. Playing with their food—usually—wasn’t how they operated.

The lethal version of hide and seek I was playing didn’t sit well with me. My palms sweated, and it was a miracle I wasn’t panting, considering how fast my heart was beating. At the rate I was going, I was at risk of suffering from a heart attack long before she found me. My dignity—or what remained of it—took another beating.

There was a reason I wasn’t supposed to participate in field ops. Life and death situations and I simply didn’t get along. When I shot a gun, I had a tendency to close my eyes and flinch. The only martial arts I knew involved my knee and someone else’s groin, which I doubted was allowed in any school.

I leaned my back to the crate and slowed my breathing. Panicking wasn’t going to get me anywhere and panting like a worn-out racehorse wasn’t helping me any. Closing my eyes, I considered my options.

They were few and far between. All I could do was keep moving and hope Zachary could deal with her, because I had my doubts I could do anything about her.

The crate shifted behind me. Snapping my eyes open, I jerked in time to catch a glimpse of a pair of legs crashing down on me. Her knees hit my shoulders and sent me sprawling to the floor. My chin bounced against metal, clacking my teeth together.

Bursts of light danced in front of my eyes. In the short time it took me to shake off the daze from impact, the woman slipped a coil of her braided hair around my throat. Her knee dug into the middle of my back, pinning me to the floor.

“There you are,” she whispered in my ear. “Why don’t you just lie still like the good boy you are?”

The noose tightened and my attempt to reply ended in a wheezed croak. My ears buzzed, accompanied by a rushing in my head. Part of me knew I needed to struggle, but all I managed to do was make my fingers twitch. Her knee twisted against my spine. I tried to suck in a breath, but the noose cut off my air. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her pull a syringe out.

“See this?” She showed me the needle, a clear drop of fluid beading on its tip. “You’re going to take a nice little nap now, my lovely. Once you’re good, quiet, and tied up to my likings, I get to do whatever I want with you until you’re safely delivered. Aren’t I lucky?”

Her scowl had been hideous enough, but her smile sent shudders racing through me. Without loosening her hold on the noose, she jabbed the needle into my unresponsive arm and depressed the plunger. A chill spread up my arm from whatever drugs she pumped into me.

When my body went limp, the pressure against my throat eased enough I could suck in a breath. My throat ached. Despite the relief to my burning lungs, I struggled to keep my eyes open. As the cold from the drugs intensified, I was aware of her sliding off my back. My chest was one of the few parts of me I could feel; my lungs hurt. After another few moments, I didn’t feel anything at all.

As I fell into the dark, soothing embrace of the drugs, I heard a distant growl.




~~*~~




The problem with drugs, especially the ones not meant for general public use, was their relentlessness and unwillingness to ease their hold on their victims; in this case, me. I became aware of little things first, including a tingle in my fingertips and my throbbing throat. Something tugged at the stubble of my beard, which I hadn’t managed to shave. The yanks at the individual hairs anchored me to consciousness. Between my annoyance at the brief flashes of pain and my confusion over what caused it, I was able to remain somewhat aware.

For a long time, all I could do was cling to a single coherent thought: I didn’t want to sleep. I adamantly didn’t want to, though the reasons for my refusal flitted in and out of my head with the ethereal quality of a dream. As I won ground against the medication fogging my mind, the importance of why I needed to remain awake grew, until I was finally capable of focusing my attention on my situation.

A crazy cat lady had strangled me with her hair before stabbing me with a needle. I considered surrendering to the drugs she had dosed me with to alleviate my embarrassment over my predicament. Until the sedatives—if that’s what they were—wore off, I was helpless.

I hated being helpless. My annoyance deepened to anger.

I wanted to loop the woman’s noose around her neck and hang her. Considering that I couldn’t open my eyes, I evaluated my chances of escape without help at approximately zero. It was sometime between my contemplation of murder and contemplating how to escape that my knee reported it really hurt.

My instinctual desire to suck in a breath between clenched teeth was aborted by the lack of air. Panic set in, tightening my throat and chest until I remembered to breathe out of my nose.

Maybe it was the fright-born adrenaline rush or my increased levels of awareness, but I managed to force open an eye.

The red glow of emergency lighting bathed me. It took several minutes to force my vision into focus. Dark shapes coalesced into net-shrouded crates and shipping containers destined for some train yard.

Something warm wiggled against my back. Distracted from my surroundings, I tried to make sense of what was going on behind me.

“God damned stupid bitch,” someone muttered behind me, and with a mixture of relief and dismay, I recognized Brandon’s voice. “Did she really have to use so much fucking tape?”

I meant to grunt, but the act of drawing a deep breath burned my aching throat. I stiffened and shook in reaction.

“Shit. Are you awake?” Brandon stilled behind me.

Bracing myself for the inevitable pain, I forced the grunt out. It felt like I had swallowed barbed wire.

“Just hold tight for a few minutes, Boss. She didn’t do this right, thankfully. It shouldn’t take me much longer to get free,” my friend whispered.

It wasn’t until I looked down at my hands that I realized what Brandon was talking about. Duct tape was strong, but it had its weaknesses. Instead of securing my hands in a crisscrossing pattern, she had forced my wrists together and wrapped them in tape. If I could lift my hands over my head, I’d be able to tear my way free.

Judging from the way Brandon was jerking against my back, he was hard at work defeating the silvery material. With a soft, triumphant huff, Brandon relaxed against me. The ripping of tape accompanied hisses of pain.

“I am going to kick that bitch’s ass,” Brandon snarled, leaning against me. I suspected he was doing it to keep me upright. He confirmed my thoughts by saying, “You okay to sit on your own?”

I was, although moving triggered rolling waves of vertigo and nausea. Moments later, Brandon was kneeling beside me.

“Damn, Boss. You look like hell. Your eyes are all pupil. What the hell did she do to you?” He touched my cheek, and I winced at the tug of tape on my beard. “Give me a sec to figure out how to get this off. She wrapped it all the way around your head. All I got was a strip.”

I winced as Brandon started picking at the tape. He muttered curses as he worked while I took a good look around. Wherever we were in the cargo bay, it was secluded. Stacked crates secured with steel cabling obscured my view of the ceiling.

“I can’t tell if she’s stupid or overconfident. She didn’t take my pocketknife or my keys. She did smash my phone, though. Once I have this loose enough to slip the blade under it without cutting you up, I’ll get this off your mouth. Damn, I wish I had some oil. This is going to hurt like hell.”

In my drug-fogged state, it took me an embarrassingly long time to remember that certain oils broke down the adhesive properties of duct tape.

It took Brandon several minutes to work away enough of the tape so he could rip the rest off. I suspected when he was finished, I wouldn’t need to shave; he’d rip out all of the hair and most of my skin in the process.

“Don’t scream,” he warned.

I tensed and held my breath, and when I finally did exhale, Brandon ripped the tape off. For a stomach-churning moment, the cargo bay spun around me. The drugs, as though sensing my lapse, sucked me into their embrace once more. I slumped against Brandon.

It took him three or four slaps against my cheeks to get me to sit up without his help. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

“You’re not the one who should be sorry,” Brandon snapped. He held his hand in front of my face. “How many fingers am I holding up.”

I made it up to sixteen before his fingers blurred too much to count. “More than you have,” I dutifully reported in a slur.

“You sound like hell.”

“Thanks.” I agreed with him. Each word burned my throat, emerging as a rasp. I could barely understand myself, and I marveled Brandon was able to make sense of what I was trying to say.

“Do you know the drill, Boss?”

“There’s a drill for this?” I blinked at him, and for a sickening moment, there were three Brandons. All of them were frowning. A displeased Brandon brought trouble to someone, though I was relatively confident it wasn’t me this time. “Is there a drill for a crazy cat lady? She kicked me in the knee, choked me, and stabbed me with a needle,” I complained.

Brandon’s frown twitched up into a rueful grin. “Damn, all I got was her hair. She’s nuts. Lean against the crates, Boss. I can’t keep holding you up if I want to get you out of that mess.”

That mess proved to be the duct tape around my wrists, leaving me to deal with picking off the remaining strips while he went to work on my feet. The bandages covering Evelyn’s bites spared the wounds from the adhesive. They did, however, end up victim to Brandon’s knife.

“What caused that? You look like you were mauled.”

I couldn’t help it. I giggled. “She bit me.”

“She? The crazy cat lady bit you? Oh, wait. You mean that new girl of yours? Saw her up top earlier. She’s quite the gorgeous number. Bites hard, does she?” Brandon grinned at me.

“Fenerec have sharp, pointy teeth,” I warned him.

“So they do, Boss. So they do. How many fingers this time?”

The question annoyed me since I couldn’t even make a guess at the right number. “Too many,” I reported.

“Think you can walk?”

The thought of trying left me feeling queasy, but the alternative was to wait for the psychotic woman to return. “I’ll manage,” I replied, hoping I wasn’t lying. “We’ll find out,” I added after consideration.

I had at least fifty pounds on Brandon, and I doubted he’d be able to support me for long if I wasn’t able to walk on my own.

With a wince, Brandon got to his feet, pocketing his knife. “We’ll take it slow,” he promised, grabbing hold of my arm to haul me to my feet. He was stronger than I thought, able to get me upright with minimal effort on my part. “You’re big, but you’re not too heavy, thank God.”

The Wave Dream lurched under my feet more than I thought it should, but I managed to stay on my feet. “I don’t know what she drugged me with, but I feel terrible.”

“You look it. The first thing I’m doing is getting you out of here. I don’t know what’s going on, but I heard gunfire while you were still out; that’s what sent the bitch off. It’s been quiet for a while.” Brandon pressed his hand to my forehead. “You’re clammy, too.”

The worry in his voice alarmed me almost as much as the idea of someone shooting holes into the Wave Dream’s hull. “Gunfire?”

Brandon clapped my shoulder, cursing as he almost knocked me over. After steadying me, he said, “Don’t worry, it’d take some serious firepower to sink this ship. Even if they tear a few holes, it’s nothing a pump and a patch can’t fix until we hit port—if they hit something below the waterline. Cargo bay is just above it.”

That didn’t reassure me, and I told him so. With a chuckle, he grabbed my elbow and led me through the maze. “Here’s hoping she’s kept occupied for a while. If we can make it to the office, we can summon security.”

I halted, blinking at Brandon as I forced my fogged thoughts to remember my first meeting with the woman. “Oh. I knocked the phone off the hook.”

“Did you? Damn, I hope it was our guys doing the shooting, then,” was his worried reply.

“Why hadn’t you?” I leaned against the nearest crate to catch my breath. The cargo bay spun around me, and when I closed my eyes, the sensation worsened. I grunted, forcing myself upright once more.

“She caught me when I was leaving to use the head. Wasn’t even out the door before she jumped down on me,” Brandon admitted in a grumble.

I was relieved I hadn’t been the only one caught like that, although I didn’t tell him so. “How long does it usually take them to respond to an off the hook, anyway?”

“Depends.”

“On?”

“If it’s breakfast, lunch, or dinnertime,” was Brandon’s rueful reply.

“Dinner.”

“Two hours, three if we’re not lucky—if we’re really not lucky and the dinner shift just started, four or five hours.”

I groaned. “It had just started.”

“You’re cursed, Boss. Sorry, but you are. Anyway, if it’s more than an hour, Zach’ll have someone’s balls for certain, especially if security knew you were down here.”

“Ouch.” I cringed at the thought and wondered if Zachary would literally or figuratively live up to Brandon’s predication.

“No shit. He’s bad enough about the cargo bay’s sec—”

The concussive burst of gunfire startled me into whirling around. My knee gave out, and I crumpled. Brandon caught my arm, easing my descent to the floor. He crouched beside me, pressing a finger to his mouth. I nodded.

Several more shots were fired before the cargo bay fell silent. Brandon drew a deep breath and whispered, “We better lay low. If I let you get hit with a stray bullet, he’ll have my balls.” After a moment, he pointed at a narrow gap between two shipping containers. “Think you can fit in there?”

“I’m tall, not wide,” I muttered, eying the space doubtfully. With Brandon’s help, I got back to my feet, hobbling over to the passage. I’d fit, but it’d be tight. I kept quiet about my reservations. While I wasn’t claustrophobic, I didn’t like the idea of being trapped in such a cramped space, unable to escape it easily. Brandon slipped in first, leaving me to squeeze in behind him.

With my knee throbbing and barely able to support my weight, a turtle could’ve run laps around me. If Brandon was impatient with my slow progress, he didn’t show any signs of it, keeping a firm grip on my arm in case my leg gave out again.

“She really did a number to your leg, didn’t she?” Brandon asked.

“I’m counting myself lucky she didn’t take off my kneecap.”

“It looks like she did to me, the way you’re limping.” The passage opened to a three-way intersection. Brandon pointed to the right. “That way leads to the office.”

“I’m pretty sure smart men run away from sources of gunfire, not towards it. The first place people are going to hole up is in your office,” I hissed. “If that woman’s an Inquisitor, I’m a petite, eight-year-old girl. If the Inquisition gets involved, we’ll be caught in the middle of a three-way gunfight.”

“Four way,” Brandon corrected.

“Four?”

“Well, five. Us, the Inquisition, the Canadian Fenerec, Zach and the crew, and the woman and her posse.”

I groaned, leaning against one of the containers. There wasn’t enough room for me to sink down to the floor. I ran my hands through my hair, wincing as my fingers caught on the duct tape still adhered to my head. “Wonderful. Is there any good news?”

“You don’t sound like you had just finished downing a bottle of whiskey anymore. You sound almost coherent.”

“Small blessings,” I muttered.

“Were you aware that your brother’s on board? He’s pissed, too.”

With a low groan, I banged the back of my head against the metal container. At the first dull thud, Brandon elbowed me in the ribs.

Avoiding the situation wasn’t going to help anything, so I asked, “I know my brother’s on board. Do we know for certain the woman has a posse?”

“We’re pretty certain. We got some video from the park and got a few hits when we compared to the stills of everyone boarding. That’s part of why your brother came. It’s personal, and he wasn’t about to let the Inquisition handle matters for him. Good job, by the way. You had us planning your funeral. It was going to be a nice one, too. Zach didn’t let us in on things until after he had you in his quarters.” Brandon chuckled, elbowing me in the ribs. “That girl of yours really is gorgeous, though.”

“She has teeth,” I muttered, flushing a bit. After my run in with the crazy cat lady and her noose, I would think twice about rejecting Evelyn’s advances; at least with her, I had a basic expectation of survival, among other things.

If I kept company with her for much longer, I’d find out what those other things were, which interested me almost as much as escaping the cargo bay alive. Muttering curses over how Evelyn was getting under my skin, I staggered after Brandon. I was fairly certain he was silently laughing at me, but was too polite to make a fuss over it.

“You need to be more careful, Boss. At the rate you’re—”

A thump against the shipping container silenced Brandon. I caught myself before I spun, preventing a dizzying one-way trip to the floor. I checked above me and behind me for the source of the sound, but saw nothing.

Thump.

A low growl heralded an ear-piercing shriek. The cry cut off in a gurgle. Shivers spread down from the base of my skull, zapping down to my toes.

“What the hell was that?” Brandon hissed.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I whispered back. The growling continued from somewhere unnervingly close.

Brandon pointed in a direction I hoped was as far away from the sounds as possible.

“I think I’d rather meet a Fenerec in a dark alley than repeat this experience,” I confessed.

Twisting around, Brandon poked my collarbone. “No cracking jokes until after we’ve gotten out of this alive.”

“I blame the drugs.” Without them, I suspected I’d be in a lot more pain, but also a lot more useful. I’d probably be a lot more frightened than I already was, too.

After being hunted by a group of Inquisitor-murdering humans, blowing up my twin’s truck, staying with Evelyn, and enduring asphyxiation and drugging by the crazed woman on the loose in the cargo bay, I doubted things could get much worse.

“Whatever you’re thinking about, stop it,” Brandon demanded, glaring at me.

“What?”

“You have that ‘how can this possibly get any worse’ expression, Boss. Stop it.”

“I do not,” I protested. When we came to another intersection, Brandon crouched down. I sat down with a groan. “I hope you’re not expecting much out of me. My head’s spinning. You’re lucky I haven’t thrown up on you,” I warned.

“You’re not going to win any races on that leg of yours either. Relax, Boss. We’ll take it as slow as you need.”

I flinched at another round of gunfire and the ping of ricocheting bullets. “The passengers must be freaking out over all this noise.”

“I’ll be surprised if they’ve heard anything. Zach’s had the place soundproofed. The cranes are noisy, and it wouldn’t do to disturb the guests.” Brandon pressed his hand against my forehead. “You’re still clammy. At this rate, Zach’ll have legitimate reason to call in a lift to get you out of here. You’re still dilated all to hell, too.”

Stiffening at the thought of flying over water, I hissed, “There is no way anyone is flying me over the ocean in a fucking helicopter.”

Brandon’s eyes widened at my cursing. “Okay, okay. I got it. No helicopters. How is it that you own a cruise liner you use for smuggling and vacation on at least four times a year, but you can’t handle a helicopter? Aren’t you a pilot?”

“I don’t own the cruise liner.”

Brandon snorted. “You own those who do. Same difference.”

“Life jackets and scuba gear,” I replied in the most dignified tone I could manage, considering the circumstances. “I’m also less likely to die on impact with the ocean on a cruise ship. If I don’t drown, I’m okay.”

Shaking his head, Brandon sighed. “I thought all of you pilot types enjoyed mimicking birds.”

“Just because I can fly a plane doesn’t mean I like it. I got my license so I could if needed. And anyway, flying over land isn’t the same as flying over water.”

“Only because you sink instead of swim,” Brandon countered.

“Water likes me. The feeling isn’t mutual. I’m trusting you not to let Zach fly me off this boat, okay?”

“Relax, Boss. I got your back. Let’s get deeper into the maze so we don’t get caught in the crossfire. I wish we had a phone or a radio.”

“Ditto,” I muttered. “It’d be nice to know who the friends and foes are. Let me guess, no weapons this run?”

“We’re legit; profitable for what it is, but all legal. A cargo rig broke down and we picked up part of their load. And yes, we scrubbed every bit of it before we brought it on board, so don’t worry about that,” Brandon said.

I worried anyway. “When did you get contacted about the load?”

“Monday afternoon.”

“Monday? What is it with this week?” Groaning at the thought that there was somehow a connection between the cargo and everything else going on, I staggered back to my feet. With Brandon leading the way, we made it to the Wave Dream’s hull.

“Good question, Boss. We can access the catwalk if we climb the nets and crates here; they’ll hold your weight. We used Max to test it, and he’s got more muscle than you do.”

“You’re expecting a lot,” I muttered, eying the step-stacked cargo doubtfully. While the drugs had worn off enough I could function, I suspected I’d pass out the instant the adrenaline rush faded.

“I’ll help you up, no worries there.”

“Oh, believe me, Brandon. I’m worried.”




~~*~~




Bursts of gunfire punctuated our climb to the catwalk, and by the time we reached the top, I was shaking, bathed in sweat, and ready to collapse. I leaned against a pallet gasping for breath while Brandon scoped out the rest of the cargo bay from our vantage point.

I sank down in the relative safety of several crates. “How does it look?”

“Like a madhouse.”

“What’s going on?”

“There are a bunch of wolves, a handful of folks smart enough to be wearing body armor, at least one witch, and some ragtag group armed to the teeth with enough firepower to punch big holes in the hull if they’re not careful, and they’re all duking it out. How the hell did they get that shit on board?” Brandon joined me in my hiding spot. “I saw the braid bitch, too.”

I groaned. “Wonderful. What was she doing?”

“Hanging from a pulley hook. Her boot’s in the jaws of the biggest damned Fenerec I’ve ever seen, and it looked like she was about ten seconds from a very bloody end,” Brandon reported, sounding rather pleased with the situation.

The mental image made me shudder. “Wonderful.”

“I bet we could make our way to the center if we’re careful.”

“And I bet we’ll get hit with ricochet.”

“Possible,” my partner in crime admitted.

“So much for not having violence on the ship. The armor’s likely on Inquisitors. Are they carrying Berettas?”

“Looked like it to me.”

“Standard issue for them. The others are probably part of the group who killed the team I was with along with an entire pack of Fenerec.”

“Ah, the same people who took out your brother’s truck? Damn.”

I chuckled. “The truck was all me.”

“What?”

“I needed a distraction, and I wasn’t about to try to drive a weapon-loaded vehicle into an ambush that I knew about,” I replied, dragging myself up so I could peer over the crates.

The first thing to catch my eye was the woman with her hangman’s noose clinging to a crane hook not far away. One of her boots was missing, and it was held in the teeth of a red wolf that wasn’t much smaller than a car.

The wolf’s jade and gold eyes glowed. While she was far larger than I remembered, I recognized Evelyn.

With a shrill scream, the woman reached down with her free hand, pulling a gun from her boot. Evelyn snarled, snapping her teeth before leaping up at her prey. With a swipe of her paw, she batted the crane hook and sent it swinging over the cargo bay. Coiled around the hook several times, the woman’s braided noose swayed back and forth.

Evelyn waited, ears cocked back, for the woman to swing back within her reach. Jumping more than twice her height, Evelyn caught hold of the woman’s bare foot, burying her fangs in deep. With a vicious jerk, Evelyn dropped back down on top of one of the shipping containers without letting go of her prey. Blood gushed from the gaping rends in the woman’s foot.

The noose bounced in the struggle between wolf and woman, and as though someone guided it with unerring accuracy, it settled over the crazed woman’s neck.

Her screams cut off when she lost hold of the hook and Evelyn yanked her down.

The woman’s name was Scarlett Svedberg Swann, and as the last of her life died away, I felt her surprise, terror, and dismay.

Pain lanced down my neck and spine. The last thing I saw was Evelyn savaging Scarlett’s corpse while pulling her down from where she hung, killed by her own noose.


Chapter Seven







The spirits of those I had murdered clung to me, clawing away at me in their need for vengeance. I knew their names, but there were so many of them their identities slipped through my hands like falling rain.

My name was Scarlett, and there would be no peace for me in death. I had been killed as I had killed, and the ghosts of my victims wanted what remained of my soul.

~Dante,~ they whispered, their nails once again tearing at me.

The name confused me. I was Scarlett, and like them, I was dead.

~No,~ the ghosts insisted.

Their denial baffled me. I was Scarlett. I was dead. Why were they disputing those facts? The shock of agony in my foot had been followed by a jerk at my neck and numbness. The disbelief that I had been killed by a mere dog lingered. I had slipped into the final darkness without so much as a ripple, unable to do anything to save myself.

~No.~

Their denial ignited my anger. When their insubstantial, frigid claws tore into me, I struggled to escape them.

How could I fight them off? They could move. I couldn’t. My helplessness, fear, and uncertainty surged as the dead surrounded me. A torrent of names washed over me, smothering me with their countless numbers, and I was powerless to stop them.

~Dante,~ they howled.

My name was Scarlett… wasn’t it?

Doubt and confusion clouded my mind. I searched for the memories proving who I was and found nothing beyond the brief flash of pain, dismay, and shock of my death.

The spirits clawed and hacked away at me until nothing remained but their presence crowding in around me, their voices swelling in intensity. They were the violent waves of the ocean pounding away at me, the crumbling shore.

If I wasn’t Scarlett, who was I?

I didn’t have an answer, and that frightened me even more than the chilling presence of the ghosts cocooning me. Was I doomed to float in the darkness, lost without identity or memory for the rest of eternity? I considered the problem with a numb sense of detachment, which was interrupted by the howls of the unseen phantoms flitting around me.

~Dante,~ they hissed in demand. ~Dante, Dante, Dante.~

With each repetition of the name, the weight of their presence grew, clinging to my shoulders and dragging me deeper into a maelstrom of emotion and memory. But whose memory? Dante’s? Who was Dante? Why was he important?

The spirits snarled their frustration. I was a rock beneath a waterfall of names, and Dante was but one of them cascading around me.

Through the cacophony of voices, one rang out over the rest, screaming, ~Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson!~

Her voice, speaking a true name—mine—severed me from Scarlett and her death. In the darkness, I caught a glint of green, but before I could remember what was so important about the color, the other spirits once again closed in on me, separating me from Scarlett.

The shock of realization left me helpless in the grip of the dead, who chanted my name in endless repetition.

My name was Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, and I hadn’t been the one to die. I knew the names of the dead, and in turn, they knew mine. It was the first time they had spoken to me, breaking through the barrier separating the living and the dead. The spirits shrieked their triumph, singing my name. Fragments of memory returned. I was five again, and the first true name I had learned belonged to the family dog. We had called him Jiffy, thanks to my twin’s love of peanut butter. I couldn’t pronounce Jiffy’s name; it was too growly and deep for me to mimic and also included the way he cocked his yellow, floppy ear.

My life didn’t flash before me; I lazily drifted from memory to memory, carried along on a tide I couldn’t fight against. It was easier to go with the flow than try to resist its embrace. The spirits were swept up with me, latching onto each fragment and thrusting them at me until I claimed each and every one of them.

Some things I didn’t want to remember, including the way my mother and father had turned on me, casting me out of the Anderson family for the sin of having been born a witch, thus forcing the mantle of Shadow Pope onto my younger brother. My life with Suzanne was forged, tempered, and stripped from me. All of the things Zachary hated about her were forced on me until my anguish was as strong as my grief.

Who had I become to please Suzanne?

The ghosts sighed and whispered my name.

When I arrived at my last memory, it was a junction: who I was met who I had been, both waiting to see who I would become. Countless paths stretched before me, mine to choose. In the tangle of memories and possibilities, I remembered what it felt like to die, and the sensation of the eternal darkness closing in on me repulsed me. When I recoiled from it, the spirits howled their jubilation.

They once again enveloped me, clawing away at my memories of Scarlett’s death until all that remained was a discomfort I could bear. No matter how deep they scored me, they couldn’t dig out the truth of Evelyn’s involvement. I could still hear her snarls and see the rage in her wolf-touched, jade eyes.

The thought of the woman both distressed and calmed me. I couldn’t deny the viciousness of her attack or the brutality of Scarlett’s demise. It should have frightened me. I shouldn’t have been awed by her, yet I was. She had been primal rage and lethal huntress mated together. Fenerec weren’t supposed to be larger than horses. Evelyn dwarfed the other wolves I had seen, transcending them in the way that angels rose far above mere men. Part of me wanted to believe the red-furred Fenerec was someone else. I couldn’t believe it; no one else had Evelyn’s eyes or the wild red of her hair, so much like a fox’s.

Sharp pain tore me from my thoughts, depositing me in an aching body. The brief flares of agony centered on my left ear. My recognition of the source gave me the strength to turn my head. Something soft but unrelenting pressed against my cheek. It took me several tedious moments to sift through the sensations and determine someone was holding me still and pinching my earlobe.

Muffled voices spoke over my head, but their words had no meaning for me. Another pinch broke my concentration, and I found the strength to jerk away from the annoyance.

The conversation died away, and for a panicked moment, I thought I had sank back into the darkness.

“I think he’s coming around,” Brandon said, his voice distant. There was something wrong about my friend’s voice and his words. I realized he was relieved, and that concerned me. What had worried him? Me?

It took a frightening amount of effort to piece together what had happened, which led to new worries. Who was he speaking to? We had been alone when I—no, when Scarlett—had died. I fought to open my eyes, but heavy weights held them closed. I tried to wiggle my fingers and toes, but I had no way of knowing if they acknowledged their subservience to my will. My anxiety grew. The murmur of nearby conversation distracted me, and the low, soft-spoken tone of Zachary at his angriest focused my attention on what was going on around me.

He sounded willing and ready to throw someone overboard, and that alarmed me almost as much as Brandon’s relief.

The mumbling continued around me, incomprehensible until Brandon snapped, “Enough. Until we know what sort of fucking drugs she pumped into him, none of us knows anything. I told you once, I told you twice, and I’m telling you again: he was coherent and mobile until we got up here and dropped like he’d been tapped in the forehead.”

Tapped, I was pleased to remember, was a polite way of saying shot. While the memory of Scarlett injecting me was about as hazy as my recollections of staggering through the cargo bay with Brandon, I was relieved. It hadn’t been the drugs that had knocked me out, but I doubted even my brother would believe me if I told him that I had been caught up in Scarlett’s death.

The whispering spirits returned, numbing me with their chilly touch until I didn’t remember what it felt like to die.

A warm and pleasant weight on my chest distracted me from the presence of the ghosts. A cold, wet nose nudged my throat, accompanied by a soft whine. The distressed sound bothered me, drowning all of my other concerns.

I wasn’t sure why, but I needed to make the crying stop. I dredged up every bit of will and strength I had to flop my arm across my chest.

My fingers encountered warm fur.

“Jackson?” Zachary demanded.

My friend sounded as distressed as the wolf’s whine. I meant to say something to reassure my friend, but it came out as an incomprehensible groan. It took me several tries, but I grabbed a handful of the warm fur. I remembered the soft texture and sound; Evelyn had whined the first time I held her while cutting the silver bullet from her leg.

She quieted, and I sighed my relief.

“How long has he been like this?” Zachary’s tone was sharp with annoyance.

“This time or when he was grabbed?” Brandon asked.

“Both,” was my friend’s curt reply.

“When did he knock the phone off the hook?”

“Six hours ago.”

“I don’t know how long it took her to catch him, but that long minus the thirty or so minutes it took us to get up here,” Brandon reported.

I heard Zachary sigh. “Not long, then. She was a woman.”

Brandon snorted. “It didn’t take her long to take me out either, and I don’t have his scruples.”

Someone chuckled, a deep rumbling sound. “You saw the vid, Zach. He might not have hit her, but I didn’t know hand sanitizer was such an effective weapon until I watched him use it.” I recognized the voice, although the owner’s name eluded me. He sounded amused and pleased.

Brandon sighed before saying, “Frankly, I’m impressed he was able to walk at all, considering his knee.”

“Ouch,” I contributed, pleased I forced the word out, although I was disgusted over how much effort it took me.

“Still with us, Boss?” Zachary asked, and I felt someone touch my throat.

The faint and distant pain reminded me the woman had used her hair to strangle me. While I didn’t feel sarcasm was one of my strengths, even I could manage now and again. “No.”

Someone choked back a laugh.

In typical Zachary fashion, he persisted in annoying me by asking, “How are you feeling?”

I considered his question and replied, “Numb.” In a way, I was relieved. Once my nerves started reporting in, I expected to endure misery of the highest order. “What happened?”

“There was a merry firefight between the Inquisitors and your new friends. Between the Inquisitors and the twenty-odd Fenerec shedding all over my cargo bay, they didn’t stand a chance. We’re about twenty minutes from port, but they’re not rigged for a boat this size, so we’re airlifting the dead and injured to shore.”

Concentrating on Zachary’s words helped clear my head, and as the drugs once again relinquished their hold on me, I managed to crack open an eye. The cargo bay’s ceiling was obscured by my friend’s frowning face. “How many of ours?” I was mumbling, and although I recognized it, I was powerless to force my tongue to behave.

“Two injured, but not badly. You’re number three, and you’re the worst off. Two of the Canadians got knocked around, but they’ll be fine. Four Inquisitors were shot, one critically. She’s already in the air on the way to the ER.”

“No helicopters,” I ordered, wondering if they’d take my slurred command seriously.

Brandon’s laugh was strained. “I told you, Zach.”

“Shut up, Brandon. Look, Boss. No one is asking you for your permission. You’ve been drugged with God-only-knows what. Until I know what you’ve been dosed with and whether or not you’re in any danger, you’re getting onto the next helicopter, and you’re going to like it.”

A whine drew my attention back to the small wolf lying across my chest. Evelyn’s ears were pinned back, her head lowered in submissive misery. I tightened my grip on her. “No. I promised to take her to Canada.”

“Leave that to me,” said the deep-voiced man who knelt at my side. It took me several long moments to recognize the sun-tanned, slim figure.

“Richard, why are you here?” I cursed my thick tongue for mangling my question. Richard was supposed to be in Canada doing whatever it was Alpha Fenerec did. How had I missed him boarding? It was my first time meeting him in person; my preference for the east coast meant I communicated with the Canadian by video conference calls. His body was tense, his muscles showing through his sweat-dampened shirt.

“Paying back a favor to the Inquisition,” was the rueful reply. “Speaking of which, it’s time for me to finish paying up.” Rising to his feet, Richard stood on his toes to peer over one of the crates. “Hey, below! Got a present for you up here.”

“What?” The question, asked in my voice from the lower level of the cargo bay, had me groaning.

“He’s here, isn’t he?” There were two people with my voice: my twin brother and me. My life was about to come to an end, and there was nothing I could do to delay the inevitable. When Elliot found out I was alive, he was going to kill me. When he learned I had destroyed his truck, he’d find some way to bring me back to life so he could kill me again.

“Just get up here,” Richard called back.

Zachary patted my shoulder. “It was bound to happen, all things considered. Better now than later, Boss. He can probably get us another helicopter to get you to proper medical care faster.”

I dug my fingers into Evelyn’s fur, closing my eyes with a sigh.

“What is—” my brother’s voice cut off, accompanied by a strangled cry. “Jackson?”

Zachary’s voice cut over the surge of excited voices. “Gentle with him—”

Someone moved me, and I lost a few minutes somewhere. When I was able to open my eyes again, my head was pillowed on my twin’s lap. Zachary was staring down at me with a frown, his fingers pressed against my throat. “Welcome back, Boss,” he said, waving his other hand in front of my eyes. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

My tongue felt thick and unwieldy in my mouth. “More than one.”

My friend sighed. “Just answer me, please.”

“It keeps changing,” I complained. I meant to lift my arm to bat his hand away, but I felt as though I was pinned down by something too heavy to move.

“Are you all right, Jackson?” my twin asked in concern, joining Zachary in pressing his fingers against my throat to determine if I still had a pulse.

It hurt.

“I’ll live. I won’t if you load me onto a helicopter. I can’t swim.” I closed my eyes to lessen the sense of the Wave Dream circling around me. “Hello.”

“You’re an idiot.” After grumbling something I couldn’t understand, my twin sighed. “Will someone please tell me what exactly is going on?”

Once the worst of the vertigo faded, I cracked open an eye. Elliot draped his arm across my shoulders possessively, and Evelyn growled in response. A single tug of her fur quieted her.

“Before anyone does anything, his little wolf is under my protection,” Richard stated, dropping into a crouch beside me. “At his request, in case that is of importance. I intend to honor his wishes, Mr. Anderson.”

“Consider your intent and his wishes noted,” my twin replied.

“Her name’s Evelyn,” I slurred, annoyed at their lack of respect.

Richard sighed. “Evelyn is under my protection,” he replied, and I suspected he did so to appease me.

“I don’t know how you all pulled this off, but thank you,” my brother whispered.

Zachary chuckled. “Thank the boss once he’s coherent. He did most of the work. From my understanding, he narrowly avoided an ambush. I don’t know why, but they wanted him alive.”

“You helped,” I protested.

“So I did,” was my friend’s amused reply. “I was hiding him in hopes that those who murdered your Inquisitors wouldn’t find him. If it was an inside job, I didn’t want news hitting the wires.”

“I see.” Elliot didn’t sound happy, and I tensed, waiting for the ax to fall. It did when he hissed, “I thought you were dead.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

My brother’s hold on me tightened. “Damned straight you’re going to be sorry.”

Zachary cleared his throat. “He fooled us all, and it’s a good thing, too. If he hadn’t, they likely would’ve kidnapped him without us knowing he wasn’t dead along with the rest of the Inquisitors. I’ve seen the surveillance videos from Oconee. They would’ve been able to disable your truck and take him if that was their goal.”

“Why? Do you think they were after me?” my twin asked, his tone darkening.

With a frown and shake of his head, Zachary replied, “No, I think they were after the boss. My boat doesn’t float for the Inquisition. It moves for him—and while he’s your brother, he operates outside of the Inquisition. It could have just been coincidence, but it wouldn’t have been too difficult to find out the boss comes aboard often enough. Most of them had passage booked about a month ago.”

“That’s when we first heard about the pack in Oconee,” my twin said, his tone chilly.

“Then someone had this planned very, very well, and you and your Inquisitors got played, catching the boss in the middle of it,” Zachary snapped.

Richard cleared his throat, breaking the tense silence between my twin and friend. “Why haven’t you already flown Jackson off, Zach? There have been at least four flights off the ship so far,” the Fenerec asked.

Zachary ran his hands through his hair to scratch at his scalp. “I had the ship’s doc draw a vial of blood. It, along with one of the woman’s filled syringes, was taken on the first flight out. He’s stable enough, and the others needed the trip to the ER more. Our helicopter can handle only one stretcher, the pilot, and the tech. We’re gambling they wanted him alive, which seems to be the case. Why kill him with sedatives?”

“If you think he needs to be at the ER, I can have a helicopter out here within twenty minutes,” my brother replied in a firm tone.

“We still have injured on board; our bird is refueling right now. If you wouldn’t mind sending it, I wouldn’t say no.”

“He’s going to fight you if you try to force him to board. That woman definitely wanted him alive,” Brandon said.

My brother’s fingers left my throat. I heard him dial a number on his cell. “There are injured on board the Wave Dream. Send a helicopter,” he ordered. There was a pause before he hung up and slid the phone back into his pocket. “Fifteen minutes.”

“What about you, Brandon?” Zachary asked.

With a sigh, Brandon shook his head. “I think she was planning on using me to ensure his good behavior, from what little I could tell about her. She was off her rocker. No matter what, you’ll definitely want someone looking at his leg. I don’t know if she broke his knee.”

The ringing of a cell put an end to the conversation. Zachary answered, his frown deepening as he listened. 

When he hung up, he didn’t look pleased. “The labs came back positive for Ketamine. She’s certain it’s a cocktail of some sort, but doesn’t know what else was used yet. The Ketamine should already have worn off, but it typically makes other sedatives work better. Judging from our descriptions, she thinks it’s a barbiturate. She’s running a lab to confirm it now, and she’ll know for certain within the next ten minutes. If it is a barbiturate, he’ll be like this for at least a few more hours—up to eighteen in total.”

“ER?” my twin asked in concern.

Zachary shook his head. “Dr. Wilson said to keep a close eye on him. We’re to check his heart rate and blood pressure every ten minutes until she can fly in herself. She’s going to catch our helicopter out here once the last lab is in.”

“I’m right here, you know,” I protested, annoyed at their discussions of what to do with me without asking for my input.

Glaring down at me, Zachary prodded my shoulder with a finger. “You are until you fade out again, as you’ve been doing for the past hour. Brandon, call upstairs and find us a vacant cabin nearby. Tell housekeeping I want it opened up for the boss ten minutes ago.”

“Wouldn’t his stateroom be more comfortable?” Brandon replied, taking Zachary’s cell.

“It’ll be bad enough moving him as is, let alone hauling him across the entire ship. We’re already pushing it hiding the fact there was a bloody gunfight down here from the passengers.” Zachary spat a few curses. “On second thought, see if you can find two adjacent cabins. For some reason, I think Mr. Anderson will want to stay in the way.”

“You better believe it,” my twin snapped. “I’ll share with him.”

Evelyn growled and snapped her teeth. I shifted my grip to grab the scruff of her neck, tugging until she subsided.

“No, she will share with him,” my friend replied. “Let Evelyn care for him. She’s already agitated enough.”

Wincing at the thought of Evelyn and Elliot going for each other’s throats in their effort to stay with me, I suggested, “Just ask for a double, Zachary, or they’ll never stop fighting.”

Even in my befuddled state, I had a pretty good idea what would happen if Zachary thwarted either one of them. I’d be caught in the middle.

“A double it is,” Brandon announced. I listened to him on the phone, and his soothing voice lulled me back into a drugged stupor.




~~*~~




My brother was next to me when I woke up, sitting beside the bed with his feet propped up next to mine, humming tonelessly as he read on a tablet. Between him and the edge of the bed was an IV drip connected to a catheter inserted near my elbow.

My mouth felt dry, and when I swallowed, my throat reported a significant amount of pain. “Your eyes are going to rot out of your head,” I informed him in a rasp.

Pausing to check his watch, my twin said, “Good evening.”

Without looking over at me, he returned to reading, leaving me to wonder how many times I had woken up to say something only to fall back asleep. I couldn’t remember making it to the cabin, which proved to have two beds. The one next to mine looked untouched. “Where’s Evelyn?”

My brother pointed at my feet, his gaze fixed on his work. Evelyn was curled up beside my feet, half buried beneath the comforter. Her bushy tail covered her nose and eyes, and judging from the even rise and fall of her sides, she was asleep.

I turned my attention to the catheter, wondering if I could pull it out without doing too much damage to myself. I decided against it. “I don’t suppose you can unhook me from this thing, can you?”

“No.”

I had to give Elliot credit; he was either really patient, or I had been repetitive about my questions in the unknown number of times I had bothered him. Returning to my investigation of the IV drip, I decided I had no idea what I was looking at. All I could infer was there was a doctor somewhere. “Where’s the doctor?”

At my question, my twin glanced over at me. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but him looking refreshed, chipper, and relaxed wasn’t it. “You’re actually awake?”

I considered putting my newfound sarcasm to the test, but I determined it to be too much work, so I replied, “I think so?”

My brother pulled out his cell, dialed a number, and held it to his ear. “Anderson here. He’s awake.” Hanging up, he stowed it back into his pocket. “How are you feeling?”

The temptation to indulge in a colorful commentary about the state of my aching throat was held at bay by Evelyn’s presence. Asleep or not, I couldn’t bring myself to say what I was thinking. “My throat’s killing me,” I grumbled.

My brother’s mouth turned up in a smile, which he covered by bending over to retrieve a water bottle from the floor. He twisted off the cap and handed it to me. The prick of the catheter reminded me to use my other hand. I drained half the bottle before stopping to catch my breath.

It didn’t help with my aching throat.

“Want a cough drop? The doc left some of the good ones for you, figuring you might want them. You got lucky, you know. Dr. Wilson says you narrowly avoided a crushed windpipe. Your knee’s not too bad, either. Some bruising and swelling, but she doesn’t think it’s broken.” My brother pulled out an orange prescription bottle from a pocket and offered me an oval pill.

I took it warily. Despite its off-white color, it tasted like oranges for about three seconds before it numbed my tongue and throat as I sucked on it. “What happened?”

Setting aside his tablet, my brother sighed, shaking his head. “A lot.”

“Doesn’t look like I’m going anywhere soon, Elliot,” I replied, pointing the water bottle at the IV.

The corners of my twin’s mouth turned up. “Oh? We’re going by first names today, are we? Which one do I get to call you by this time?”

Some battles weren’t worth fighting, especially not when we had finally managed to be together for more than ten minutes at one time. I shrugged. “Whichever you want.”

Elliot’s smile faded, and my brother’s anguish showed in his eyes. “I thought I had gotten you killed, Dante.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. Evelyn had overheard them planning an ambush. She was the only survivor, and they’d shot her with silver. The team you sent me with walked right into a trap.”

“I figured as much. There wasn’t a lot left of them by the time we arrived,” my brother reported grimly. “I guess that explains why she’s refused to change back into a human. She knew we’d recognize her.”

When I glanced at the Fenerec, she flipped her tail and cracked open an eye to glare at me.

Wiggling my toes out from under the blankets, I nudged her with my foot, smiling a bit when she turned her ears back. “Go change.” I turned back to my brother. “Did Zachary bring her any clothes?”

“He did, for the both of you.” Elliot got up and went to the door, retrieving two gym bags; one was pink and the other was black. Opening the bathroom door, he left them inside. Evelyn jumped down from the bed and, with a swish of her tail, went inside.

Shaking his head, my brother closed the door. “I have been told that if I so much as ruffle her fur, I’ll be walking the plank.”

Laughing with a sore throat hurt, but I did it anyway. “What else did Zachary tell you?”

“Only that if I knew what was good for me, I’d leave you and your new girlfriend alone, grateful you had found someone who could hold your attention for more than five consecutive seconds.” My brother arched a brow at me, and his expression relaxed. “Which I am, of course.”

I scowled. “It was one date, and we blew up your truck.”

For a moment, I thought my brother’s eyes were going to pop out of his head. “You were the one who blew up my truck?”

“It was either that or let them make off with more than thirty pounds of C4 plus a warhead and its launcher. Of course I blew up the truck. With the rest of the team dead and the ways out of the park blocked, I was out of options. What happened to the Red Beast’s video relay? I know you had one installed.”

My brother looked sheepish. “It wasn’t turned on.”

I couldn’t help myself; I laughed so hard I broke into a coughing fit. Hissing at the pain in my throat, I drank down the rest of the water. “Good,” I wheezed, relieved that no one would know that a very lovely and very naked woman had been crawling around on my lap.

Judging from the way Elliot’s eyes narrowed, he was suspicious of me. I kept quiet and waved the empty bottle at him. With a sigh, he handed me another one.

“Tit for tat. What happened out there?” he asked, sitting back down on his chair, once again propping his feet on the bed.

“You’re not wearing any socks,” I observed.

“Neither are you. And? What happened?”

When I was confident I heard the shower in the bathroom, I relaxed and said, “I waited until dark to check your damned envelope. All but one of the rogues were dead, as were your Inquisitors. I went after Evelyn because I wasn’t going to let her just die out there. I had no idea what the hell was going on. For all I fucking knew, the Inquisition was getting rid of me, a rather notable thorn in their side. When I found out there were a bunch of Normals going around killing Fenerec and Inquisitors, I decided to get out of there. I couldn’t leave the truck, so I decided to get rid of the fucking thing with a lot of explosives. Classy picture, by the way. I still have it, and I will ruin you with it,” I announced in a hiss.

My brother arched a brow at me. “I needed a cover letter.”

I mimicked his expression, lifted the bottle to take a drink, and flipped him my middle finger. “I need a raise.”

“You do not, you make more than I do in a year,” my twin protested.

“Bullshit. Aren’t you a multi-zillionaire CEO now?”

“I saw your taxes. You made more,” my brother said, snatching up his tablet. With a few swipes, he turned it to show me my taxes from the previous year.

I narrowed my eyes. “What are you doing with that?”

“I’m the executor of your estate, idiot.” My brother smirked at me. “Looking over these numbers, though, I’m regretting the fact that I’ve already notified the feds that you aren’t actually dead. I could have been a rich, rich man.”

“So it really wasn’t the Inquisition?”

My brother shook his head. “Of course not. I’d never authorize it, for one. Second, if someone tried it, I’d hang them—and everyone else involved—from the tallest tree I could find. They wouldn’t dare. I’ve made it absolutely clear you’re not to be touched, period.”

At the way my twin’s jaw whitened from him clenching his teeth, I believed him. I nodded, satisfied with his answer. “How did you track my new cell?”

Relaxing at the question, my brother sighed and set his tablet aside. “When word got out you had been killed, one of your folks called one of my folks with the number. We got the pings from the feds to track the phone. We lost the signal at a hotel in Miami. We weren’t able to recover the phone.”

It was my turn to smirk. “Evelyn broke it and flushed the bits down the toilet. You owe me, by the way.”

My brother looked baffled. “For what?”

The bathroom door opened, and Evelyn emerged. The white satin dress she wore clung to her, highlighting her soft curves and bringing out her rich tan and the red tones of her hair. I held my breath, my eyes widening. A slit ran from her ankle all the way up to her hip, and the v-cut of the top showed off a sprinkling of freckles and a glimpse of cleavage.

“So you’re the real reason we were interrupted,” Evelyn murmured in her husky, smoky voice, her jade eyes focused on my twin. For a moment, I worried about whether or not she was going to slap Elliot, but then she smiled. “I suppose I’ll forgive you—this once.”

My brother’s mouth opened, but he didn’t speak. A knock at the door saved us from Evelyn. She smirked as she crossed the room, swinging her hips as she moved. She showed off a lot of leg. I turned my attention to my brother, who gawked at the Fenerec. Glaring at my brother didn’t stop him from staring at Evelyn.

“Who are you?” Evelyn asked, holding the door open a crack with the chain still in place.

“I’m Dr. Wilson,” a woman replied. “Mr. Anderson called me.”

After a moment and a scowl, Evelyn shut the door to undo the chain and let the doctor in. The woman looked old enough to be my great grandmother, but there was nothing frail about her as she strode to me. “How has he been?”

My brother vacated his chair to sit at my feet. “About as normal as he gets,” he replied.

“Good.” Dr. Wilson turned all of her attention to me. “How are you feeling, Mr. Jackson?”

“A bit numb, but otherwise fine.” I watched her warily as she stepped closer. Her grip was firm as she pressed her fingers to my wrist, her eyes fixed on her watch.

“No vertigo or nausea?”

I shook my head. “Throat’s sore, but the cough drop helped.”

“And water,” she observed without looking away from her watch. “Good. Your pulse is steady. Leave the knee brace on until you get to shore and see another doctor. If your knee can’t hold your weight, go get it seen right away. It’ll be sore and stiff, but I don’t think there’ll be any long-term problems. I’m going to draw blood and take it to the lab to make sure there’s nothing else wrong with you, but I think you’re clear. The dose was within thresholds, especially for someone your size.”

I pretended to understand what she was talking about. While I remembered being kicked and pumped full of something, I couldn’t recall if anyone had told me what I had been drugged with.

“Mr. Anderson, get him mobile. He needs to walk to get the kinks out,” the doctor informed my brother.

When Dr. Wilson pulled out a syringe, Evelyn tensed, her eyes narrowing. I watched the Fenerec as the doctor stole a vial of my blood before removing the catheter and gathering up the IV’s drip stand. “Call me if there are any problems, Mr. Anderson.”

“Of course,” my brother said, walking the old woman to the door. They talked for a few moments before she left.

I rubbed at the inside of my elbow, which bore several puncture marks from the IV being inserted. Like the rest of me, the spot ached. “I need a shower,” I grumbled.

“If you can manage the hike across the ship, our room has a jacuzzi,” Evelyn said, grinning at me.

My brother stared at me, startled. “You’re sharing a room?”

When I swung my legs off the edge of the bed, I was dismayed to see that someone had taken a pair of scissors to Max’s uniform. “I’ll shower and change here. There is zero chance of me crossing the ship like this.” It was bad enough wearing someone else’s clothes, but I refused to be seen looking like some castaway left to rot on an island.

Both Evelyn and Elliot tensed as I lurched to my feet. My knee ached, but it held my weight. The brace proved to be a tight one-piece wrap, much to my relief. The metal and plastic monstrosities used by professional athletes would have left me hobbling like a cripple.

“This room only has a shower,” Evelyn warned, staring at my knee.

My stomach chose that moment to remember it existed, gurgling in its frantic need for food. “I’m taking a very quick shower, changing into real clothes, and I’m going to find something to eat. If I don’t, I’ll really die,” I threatened.

My brother chuckled. “Let my poor, abused brother shower and shave. He’s going to take one look in the mirror and start wailing when he sees what we had to do to get that tape out of his hair. Why don’t we get to know each other a little better while we wait? Fortunately for all of us, dinner is in about ten minutes.”

I lifted my hand to my head, running my fingers through my tangled hair, my eyes widening at the thought of what they had done to my head while I had been unconscious. I retreated to the bathroom, evicting the pink gym bag and grabbing the black one. Turning to Evelyn, I said, “Keep your clothes on.”

“For now,” she teased, blowing a kiss in my direction. When I flushed, she laughed.


Chapter Eight







While I was awake and somewhat functional, not even a cold shower dispelled the lethargy clinging to me. I stared at the ruins of my new beard, wondering how any of it managed to survive the abuse of duct tape removal. At least someone had left an electric razor in the bag, along with a change of clothes. Despite my brother’s teasing, I couldn’t find any evidence of someone having taken a pair of scissors to my hair. It looked ruffled and unkempt, but otherwise intact.

Stifling yawn after yawn, I changed and took my time making myself as presentable as possible. Maybe Evelyn could shower and change in ten minutes, emerging as beautiful as any goddess, but it took me a lot more time and effort.

Through the door, I heard the murmur of conversation. My brother’s voice was accompanied by Richard’s deeper tones. After straightening my tie, I heeded the gurgling of my stomach and left the privacy of the bathroom. My knee protested, but I managed to walk without limping too much.

While the cabin was a double, it wasn’t large enough for the ten people crammed into the room.

Zachary saluted me from his perch on the bed. “Looking good, Boss.”

“I’m wrinkled,” I muttered, wondering where they expected me to stand. Evelyn wiggled her way through the crowd, examining me from head to toe.

With a faint smile, she smoothed my collar and fiddled with my tie. “Good effort, but a little crooked.” 

“He is,” my twin agreed, shaking his head and clucking his tongue. “You were taking so long that they came looking for you. They didn’t believe me when I told them you took longer than most women when getting ready.”

“Forty-six minutes, to be exact,” Evelyn said. She pulled out a black, gauzy scarf, which she wrapped around my bruised throat. “There, that’s better.”

I went to check my watch, halfway through the motions before I remembered it was gone. Swallowing back a sigh, I shrugged. “Most ladies do not need as much work to be presentable. And anyway, how would you know how long it takes me to get ready, Elliot?”

My brother smiled. When he didn’t speak, I narrowed my eyes at him. “You only think you’re funny.”

At Richard’s chuckle, I turned my attention away from my twin to the others in the room. While I knew Zachary and Richard, the others were strangers. At least one of them I could guess from appearances alone; he had Richard’s eyes. “You must be Alex. I’ve heard a lot about you,” I said, holding my hand out to the Fenerec.

Alex’s grip was strong without being painful. Our gazes met, and when I didn’t lower my eyes, he arched a brow. “You’re asking for one of us to kick your ass, Emmett. It’s good to finally meet you.”

I grinned. If I had listened to my brother’s advice, I would have looked down, but I didn’t feel threatened by the Murphy brothers. If anything, I felt as comfortable with them as I did with Zachary. “You wouldn’t even try it. My brother would skin you for a rug if yours didn’t beat him to the chase.”

After giving my hand another squeeze, Alex relaxed, let me go, and grinned. “If you ever decide to become a Fenerec, you’re going to be pretty dominant.”

I was fairly certain it was a warning disguised as a compliment. “Don’t worry; I have no intentions of becoming a Fenerec. I have enough problems from being a witch. I don’t need to borrow even more trouble.”

Alex frowned. “I was under the impression you aren’t exactly powerful, so far as witches go.” With a flare of his nostrils, he leaned closer to me. I stood firm, wondering what his nose was telling him. “Still, you do smell of witch. Earth?”

“Earth,” I confirmed, shoving my hands into my jacket’s pockets. “As you say, I’m not very strong—just enough of a witch to cause me problems.”

It wasn’t a lie; I couldn’t manipulate the ground as the truly powerful earth witches could. “I’m a low-grade sensor. If you’ve lost a gemstone, however, I’m your man.”

No one beyond my brother—and maybe Evelyn—needed to know what else I could sense.

“Dowsing isn’t exactly low-grade,” Alex countered.

I snorted at the thought of me looking for water on purpose. “No. Dowsing involves water, and the only thing I do in water is sink.”

My brother laughed. “He’s very talented at sinking, it’s true. Sometimes I worry he wants to drown, the way he flails in anything deeper than six inches.”

Glaring at my twin, I replied, “Be nice.”

Rising from where he sat, Zachary took hold of my elbow and pulled me towards the door. “You look gray, Boss. Let’s get you to dinner so I can get back to work. Max is up top waiting. There’s a table in a quiet spot reserved for you, and if you need anything, he’ll take care of you. The rest of these gentlemen are your security detail until you’re safely in Canada with Richard’s pack. Get used to seeing them around. I picked them myself. Mr. Anderson was generous enough to have them flown in. We’ll do proper introductions after dinner.”

Sighing at the thought of a security detail, I surrendered to the inevitable with a nod. “A pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.”

My greeting was answered by solemn nods. A dark-haired young man squeezed through the crowd, holding out his hand. When we shook, he said, “I’m Derek. I’ll be the head of your detail, sir. With at least two Fenerec with you, I’ll be the only one on watch during dinner. I trust you know better than to try to ditch security.”

I wanted to sigh, but I forced a smile instead. “It would be a slow, painful escape, I assure you. If I tried, I’m certain Zachary would dress up as a pirate and force me to walk the plank.”

My friend laughed. “Too much work. I’ll let you off the hook this time, Boss. I’ll leave him to you, Derek. Page me if you need anything.”

“The only thing I need or want right now is dinner,” I announced, gesturing to the door, which I doubted I could muscle my way to even if I wanted. “We’ll talk later, Zachary.” If the deepening of my tone didn’t warn Zachary we’d be talking about my new security detail, I hoped my narrow-eyed glare would. My annoyance at the detail was made worse by the realization that I couldn’t blame him for the precaution.

Zachary grimaced. “Understood, Boss.”

My twin got to his feet and said, “Don’t worry. He’s grumpy when hungry.”

Scowling at my brother resulted in an unrepentant grin.

Evelyn smiled at me, linking her arm with mine. “I think we’re all a little hungry.”

After everyone filed out, leaving Evelyn and me to follow in their wake, I was faced with a three-way dispute over who would walk beside me. Torn between amusement and dismay, I watched as Richard won without saying a single word, leaving Elliot and Derek to trail behind me. My twin muttered curses, earning a glower from me at his language, which he ignored.

Richard nudged me with his elbow. “We’re keeping it on the down-low that you’re still among the living. The Inquisitors on board have sworn to keep their mouths shut long enough for me to fly you to Yellowknife. My wife and her witch have probably set up something for you at the lodge as a temporary residence, but who knows? They’re always managing to surprise me. I hope you’re not used to anything fancy; we didn’t have enough time to plan,” he warned. He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “I should call her and just tell her to give you some rooms at the house.”

My brother’s laughter spurred me into turning around to face him. Grinning at me, he said, “Don’t worry about something fancy for him. He lives in a two bedroom place that barely classifies as a house.”

Seething from irritation at my twin’s discounting of my home, I snapped, “I like my house, thank you very much.” He was right on the size; it was more of a cottage. Suzanne had liked it far more than I did, but moving somewhere larger and more to my tastes seemed pointless when I didn’t have any need for extra space.

It was a perfectly good place for a man who lived alone.

I engaged my brother in a staring contest, which was broken when Richard cleared his throat. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, then. Is there anything you’ll need until you’ve been given the all clear?”

“The internet and access to your secure line,” I replied.

“Easily done.”

My brother patted my shoulder. “To throw any unwanted attention off your trail, you’re swapping with me. I’ve asked someone to tag along to make it look real, and I’ve already recruited Zachary’s help in making duplicates of my wallet for your use until you’re in Yellowknife.”

I felt like a trap was closing in around me, caging me into the schemes of others. Making plans and tricking people was my job, and I clenched my teeth at the realization that Richard, Zachary, and my twin were cornering me. “Who?”

“My boss,” Elliot replied.

I pinched at the bridge of my nose, wondering if I’d be expected to take orders from my twin’s boss—and what sort of things I’d have to do to pretend I was the Shadow Pope of the Inquisition. The more I thought about it, the less I liked the idea. The number of things that could go wrong increased exponentially. “This is a terrible idea.”

To make matters worse, I had a difficult time imagining Elliot taking orders from anyone. Sometimes I managed to twist his arm to get him to do things my way, but it wasn’t often. Usually, I danced to his tune.

“You’ll like her,” he reassured me.

Evelyn’s grip on my arm tightened. I patted her hand with mine, uncertain of what was causing her reaction. I wasn’t certain what was going on, but I decided I’d find out eventually, which would have to suffice until after dinner. “I’m pretty sure the Inquisition is going to be upset when they find out I’m running around as you,” I warned my brother.

“That’s my problem, not yours. Until I find out who was behind what happened here and at Oconee, you’re going along with it. You’ll be staying with Richard, and you’ll be going as me to get there safely.”

Judging from my brother’s firm tone, he wasn’t going to accept no for an answer, so I sighed my surrender. “Fine, but I’m going to be digging for information, too.”

“I was counting on it.”




~~*~~




The table reserved for us was tucked in a quiet corner away from the main crowd, far enough from the buffet I sighed in resignation. The walk across the ship established my knee was stiff, sore, and not likely to improve over the course of the evening. Derek took up residence nearby, leaning against a wall, watching the passengers.

The brown-haired woman from my brother’s photograph waited for us, dressed in a blue blazer jacket and matching slacks. She rose at our approach, her eyes widening as she looked between my twin and me.

“Anderson?” she asked, her tone uncertain as she inspected us both. For a moment, I wasn’t certain if she’d be able to tell us apart. She focused on my brother. “You didn’t tell me your brother was so much like you.” There was a faint touch of a British accent in her voice.

“Traditionally, we’re called twins,” my brother conceded with a smug grin. “Victoria, this is Emmett Jackson, the black sheep of the family, and my older brother.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Jackson,” she said, holding out her hand. We shook, our grips firm, and I could feel her testing my strength, although I kept my touch light.

“I hear you’re Elliot’s boss. My condolences, ma’am,” I replied, freeing my hand.

There was something predatory about Victoria’s smile. “Call me Vicky, please. You must have some interesting stories to tell, if you’re his brother.”

I bristled at the ‘if’ in her statement, but forced myself to smile back at her. “Not as many as you might think, I’m afraid.” Gesturing to Evelyn, I said, “This is Evelyn.”

“Charmed,” Evelyn murmured, and with a smile that was the match of Vicky’s, she held out her hand.

I took advantage of the distraction to free my arm from the Fenerec’s so I could pull out a chair for her. When I caught a glimpse of the wolf-yellow tint in Evelyn’s eyes, I froze. I held my breath when I realized that Vicky’s brown likewise shone with gold.

“Oh, dear,” Richard said, clearing his throat to catch Vicky and Evelyn’s attention. “Ladies, please. Could this wait until later?”

It was Alex who snorted, circling the table to stand between Evelyn and me. I took a step back, baffled at the Fenerec’s behavior. When I glanced at Elliot, he held his hands up, his expression a mix of worry and confusion.

“As if you’d wait if a male came into your territory,” Alex said when the silence dragged. “You wouldn’t, and you know it.”

I frowned, turning to the two women, wondering what they were disputing and why. I considered Alex’s words and decided to deal with the men first. “I’ll have you know that this is my territory, thank you,” I said in my firmest tone, allowing some of my irritation to surface. “Zachary belongs to me. If you want to snarl at each other, by all means do so—overboard, if you please.”

Evelyn and Vicky stepped away from each other. While Evelyn’s cheeks flushed as red as her hair, Vicky looked away and down at the floor. I watched them both, tensing as I waited for one of them to speak. They both remained silent.

Richard touched my elbow, drawing my attention away from the women. “Let’s get something to eat, Jackson,” he suggested, tilting his head to the side in a gesture I didn’t recognize, one that exposed the Fenerec’s throat. Alex sucked in a breath, paling several shades.

My brother crowded Alex aside, linking his arm with mine to pull me in the direction of the buffet. “That sounds like a fantastic idea, Richard. Come on, Jackson. You need to eat something before you do something we will all regret but won’t be able to blame you for.”

My stomach gurgled its agreement, which irritated me even more. Jerking my arm free of his, I stalked towards the buffet, muttering curses under my breath. Elliot trailed after me. “Relax, Dante. Vicky’s just tired and doesn’t like surprises—which is why I enjoy surprising her so much.”

“Your girlfriend is a Fenerec, Elliot. Are you insane?” I hissed back at him.

My brother sucked in a breath, and his eyes widened. “How did you know she’s a Fenerec?”

“Her eyes.”

“Her eyes? What about them? They’re hazel.”

I stopped to regard my brother with an arched brow. “There’s a difference between hazel and wolf-yellow, Elliot.”

“They’re hazel,” he repeated, the muscles of his jaw twitching.

“I’ve seen Evelyn’s eyes, Elliot—I know what it looks like,” I replied, forcing myself to look away from my brother to grab a plate. An intimidating assortment of food waited for me. After a moment of thought, I headed for the salad bar.

Richard intercepted me, taking my empty plate and handing me one burdened with a mountainous pile of roast beef. “What you need is a lot of protein. Trust me on this one.”

With a shake of his head and a disgusted snort, my brother claimed the meat from me. “He’ll die if that’s all he eats.”

“I think I’m capable of picking out my own dinner,” I muttered, grabbing a new plate and heading to the salad bar, leaving my twin with two plates. Grumbling complaints at their efforts to dictate my dinner and offer advice, I retreated back to the table.

I was a little relieved to be alone for a few minutes, claiming a seat and leaving the others to sort out where to sit around me. Richard claimed a chair beside me while Evelyn snagged the other one. My twin ended up seated between Alex and Vicky. For better or worse, the two women sat next to each other.

“Rabbit food?” Evelyn stared at my plate, wrinkling her nose at my dinner.

“An entire plate of fried chicken?” I countered, both amazed and disgusted at the vast quantity of meat at our table. Even Elliot was indulging, his plate devoid of greens or vegetables.

“It’s good.” As though proving some point I didn’t understand, she grabbed one of her drumsticks and chomped on it.

Smothering my desire to laugh, I skewered a piece of cucumber. “So is this,” I replied, taking a bite to mimic her.

“Rabbits,” she complained, wrinkling her nose at me.

I stabbed a tomato and pointed it at her. “You’re just mad it got away.”

I should have known she would steal it. Huffing at my loss, I wrinkled my nose back at her.

“It’s okay, Evelyn,” Richard said, his laughter rumbling in his chest. “We’ll make certain he eats real food.”

Alex waved his finger at his brother. “Says the man who kept an entire duffel bag of chocolate in our room in Las Vegas. If I recall correctly, your wife demolished your stash in the matter of a single morning.”

The Alpha Fenerec sniffed and said in his most dignified tone, “Chocolate is good for you, and my wife has exceptional tastes.”

I relaxed at the banter, staying quiet as I ate. When Richard deposited a piece of roast beef on my plate, I looked up to see everyone staring at me. “What?” I asked.

“How are you feeling?” My brother leaned towards me, his elbows resting on the table.

I pointed at him with my fork. “I’d feel a lot better if you removed your elbows from the table, Mr. Anderson.”

Laughing, he obeyed. “Seriously, how are you feeling?”

“I’ve been better, for obvious reasons. I’m sore, but nothing a few days and a long soak won’t cure. Thanks for the save, by the way.”

My brother’s expression darkened for a moment before he forced a smile. “I came for a healthy dose of revenge, but I’ll take a rescue op instead any day. Anyway, Brandon did the real work—we were the distraction, it seems.” Elliot nodded in Richard’s direction. “He came along, offering his help to find out who was responsible.”

“No one kills one of my friends and walks away,” the Fenerec growled. “Next time, call me when you land in hot water. I can swim.”

I sighed, shaking my head. “Doesn’t it ever get old, you all teasing me about my inability to swim?”

Before Richard or Elliot could reply, Evelyn snarled, “There will not be a next time.”

Raising his hands in surrender, Richard said, “In the hopefully non-existent possibility that someone attempts to kidnap you again, you should give me a call.”

I poked at the piece of meat on my plate dutifully, shaking my head at the uncomfortable direction the conversation was taking. “What I want to know is why she came after me and not my brother. He’s the real problem.”

“Problem?” my brother asked, straightening in his seat. “Excuse me?”

“You’re easier to grab?” Richard suggested.

“You’re wealthier,” Vicky added, smirking at my brother. “You’re also much better at your taxes. I’m impressed, Mr. Jackson.”

“Has everyone seen my taxes?” I grumbled, matching my brother’s glare. “Respect your brother’s privacy.”

“My brother was dead,” Elliot snapped at me.

“Enough, both of you,” Alex said in a firm tone. “We all had a look at them, Jackson—we wanted to see if we could find any connection with your work and who might have wanted you dead. Once we knew it was a kidnap attempt and not a hit, we wanted to know who wanted you and why.”

Vicky set her elbows on the table, tapping her fingertips together. “We didn’t find anything obvious, to say the least. Do you know anything at all?”

“I don’t know anything. Evelyn?”

With a shiver, the Fenerec leaned closer to me, staring down at her plate. Bones were all that remained of her chicken. “They were all Normals. There wasn’t anything other than human scent about them. They were armed with silver, and they seemed to know what they were doing.”

“How did you get away?” Richard asked, watching Evelyn. I bristled at the way his attention was focused entirely on her. Clenching my teeth, I straightened. Evelyn’s hand slipped into mine, and she tugged on me until I looked at her.

“Luck,” she replied.

“They shot you and left you to die,” I said, my voice deepening as my anger grew at the memory.

“Is that true?” the Alpha asked.

Evelyn kept her gaze lowered to her plate and didn’t reply. I sighed, answering, “I think so. We missed the edge of the blast radius by about fifty feet. That’s how I got bit; the explosion took us both by surprise. My hand was too close to her muzzle.”

If they wanted to know the rest, including our staring contest and her lack of interest in clothing, they’d have to find out from someone other than me. All I could do was hope that Evelyn remained quiet on the matter.

“Why did you have your hand close to her mouth in the first place?” my twin demanded. “I warned you about injured Fenerec. Also, will you please stop staring them in the eyes? That tops the list on things you shouldn’t do. I told you this once, I even told you twice. Would you please listen this time?”

“I’ve managed just fine around them up until this point,” I replied, matching his curt tone. “If you must know, I had been holding her muzzle shut so she wouldn’t howl when I cut the silver bullet out of her leg. She didn’t mean to bite me.”

Richard nodded. “Lesson learned. Now you know not to do that. What I want to know is what happened to that truck. I saw the before and after photographs, and the destruction is impressive.”

I gawked at Richard before turning to my brother. “You have pictures?” I held out my hand, waggling my fingers at him. “Show me.”

With a heavy sigh, Elliot took out his cell, and after a few moments, he handed it to me.

All that remained of where the truck had been was a crater. Twisted metal littered the forest. A splotch of red drew my eye to the trees, where the charred remains of the fender dangled from a branch. A collection of shrapnel was embedded in the tress that had somehow managed to survive the detonation. Most of the wreckage was unidentifiable. I held the phone out to Evelyn, who took it from me.

“So how did you do it?” Richard demanded, leaning towards me. “It’s a horror show. We found debris at least half a mile away. There were a few trees blasted to mulch.”

I couldn’t help myself; I chuckled at the destruction. “Thirty pounds of C4 spread throughout the truck. I didn’t think it’d be quite so effective.”

“Thirty pounds? That’s insane, Jackson. Ten would have been more than enough. Why thirty?” Richard pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head.

I held my hands up in surrender. “I didn’t know how much I needed, so I used it all.”

“He let me hit the button,” Evelyn said in a smug voice, spearing my piece of roast beef. She batted her lashes at me as she took a bite.

“So I did,” I replied, still laughing a bit as I handed my brother his phone. “Sorry, Elliot. I’ll set up your replacement toy when you get it, and I’ll make sure to include a nice present or two under the hood.”

“You better,” he mumbled.

Vicky grabbed Elliot’s phone out of his hand, grinning at the picture. “Damn, Anderson. He’s even more thorough than I am.”

My brother flinched. A flush darkened his cheeks as he muttered, “That’s not funny, Vicky.”

“Too soon?” was her amused reply.

I watched them with interest, and after deciding Vicky was the most likely to answer me, I said, “I detect an interesting and funny story somehow involving my younger brother. Do tell us, Vicky.”

“Please don’t,” my brother begged.

Vicky met my gaze before pointing at my empty plate. “Eat some real food, and I’ll indulge you.”

As my brother groaned, Richard slid over the plate of roast beef. “I told you, protein is what you need right now.”

“Carnivores,” I grumbled, taking a few slices to appease the Fenerec surrounding me. “What did you do to my brother?”

“I played dead and blew up an SUV to do it,” she replied, turning to face my brother. They stared at each other for a long moment before my brother sighed.

“Vicky has multiple personality disorder and enjoys pushing me around,” he said, scowling. “And the second time you almost died; yes, it is too soon.”

I sucked in a breath at the emotion in Elliot’s voice. It took me several moments to remember the explosion in Washington—and the fact that my brother had been at ground zero, escaping with more than a few scrapes and bruises. “You were in D.C. for that funeral a while back. I remember him calling me about it.”

“I was in the middle of it,” she confirmed. “I hit my head.”

“That’s a nice way of putting it. You cracked your skull,” my brother snapped.

Revenge wasn’t something I did often to my brother—mainly because of the lack of opportunity. I pointed at him and said, “He was about twenty feet from losing his head altogether.”

Vicky stiffened, her eyes widening. “What? You were there? You didn’t tell me that!”

My twin stared down at the table, his face turning redder with each passing moment. “Of course I’d gone.”

“You just hit pay dirt on your brother,” Richard informed me with a grin. “I do believe he is blushing.”

I smiled. “It does indeed seem like he is blushing. Elliot, I hope you’re aware that I still have those photographs,” I said to test his reaction.

My brother lifted his head, his eyes wide. The red bleached to a sickly gray.

“Pay dirt indeed,” I told Richard, my smile broadening to a grin.

Elliot groaned, covering his face with his hands.




~~*~~




Long after I was full, my brother and the Fenerec plied me with food. By the time they deemed I had eaten enough, I was ready to sleep for a week, something I doubted any of them would appreciate. While I watched, the Fenerec each ate enough for four, both disgusting and enthralling me. Evelyn was working her way through yet another plate of fried chicken while I wondered where she was putting it all.

I was so engrossed in watching her devour her food that I flinched when Max whispered in my ear, “The captain wants to see you in his quarters after dinner.”

Once I could speak without gasping, I replied, “Aren’t his quarters right next to mine? He should come visit me.”

Max laughed, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “Captain’s orders.”

“He’s so pushy. Is now fine?” I glanced at the Fenerec, who didn’t seem inclined to want to leave their feast.

“Now is fine. I’ve been told you’re welcome to join him, Mr. Anderson.”

My twin rose from his seat. “If you’ll excuse us, ladies and gentlemen?”

The Fenerec waved us off. Evelyn smiled at me and said, “I love buffets.”

My knee ached as I stood, but the pain didn’t stop me from returning her smile with one of my own. “I’m glad. Please excuse me.”

If I had my way, I’d make sure she never looked so hungry again, even if it meant I had to take out stock in a cow farm to make it happen. I limped for a few steps before I forced myself to even my stride. Derek fell in behind me as we crossed the dining hall. The captain’s quarters were far enough away that by the time we arrived, I was wincing with each step.

“Are you okay?” my twin asked as Max knocked on Zachary’s door.

“It’s sore, that’s all. I’ll be fine. Stop worrying.”

“That’s not happening,” he replied. “When I’ve dealt with those behind everything that’s happened, then I’ll cease worrying.”

Zachary opened the door and waved us inside. “The Fenerec are still at dinner?”

“They’re going to savage the supplies at the rate they’re going,” I warned, wondering if the ship could handle the presence of so many Fenerec; if four could eat so much, how was Zachary going to feed all of the ones on board?

“We’ll be fine. I planned accordingly. How are you feeling?” He held the door open, gesturing to the opened door across the entry.

I waited for Zachary. “I’ll feel a lot better when everyone quits asking me that. What do you need?”

“I don’t need anything. We’re going to watch a movie,” he informed me, shoving me in the direction of his entertainment room. I blinked, letting him propel me along. Watching a movie was a tradition of ours, but one we usually indulged in during the first night of a voyage.

The last time had been my choice, not that we had a wide selection of our preferred genre. “Which one?” I asked.

“I’ll let you decide, but there are certain rules you must follow when choosing. We can watch one about a sinking ship, one about a sinking ship, or one about a sinking ship.”

I chuckled. “Sorry, but I’m not picking The Titanic. If you even try to convince me, I’m asking Richard to take you for a swim.”

“Oh, come on, Boss. We could wait for the wolves. I’m sure Evelyn would love an excuse to cuddle with you on the couch for four hours,” Zachary replied.

Shaking my head at my friend, I claimed the armchair, sinking down into its comfortable embrace with a low groan. “How about The Poseidon Adventure?”

With a huff, he countered, “The Perfect Storm.”

My brother sat on the couch, stretching his legs out. “How about 2012? That has a shipwreck in it, doesn’t it?”

“Disaster films are always fun,” I replied, leaning the chair back. “However, I stand by my original choice: The Poseidon Adventure.”

Zachary pointed at me, striking a dramatic pose. “You want to sleep through it, don’t you?”

I widened my eyes, pressing my palm to my chest. “Me? Sleep through The Poseidon Adventure? Why would you think such a thing?”

“I don’t know who improved your sarcasm skills, but I want to hit them,” Zachary grumbled, sitting beside my brother, snatching the remote from the coffee table. “Pick a movie you won’t sleep through.”

My brother ran his hand through his hair. “Are you seriously telling me that you watch ships sink while on a ship? Is this your idea of fun? Dante, you can’t even swim. Are you insane?”

Zachary laughed. “It was the Boss’s idea. Makes him feel all safe and secure, I think. Max, you have popcorn duty.  Derek, take a load off—this is a strict no-working zone.”

“Security doesn’t work that way, sir,” Derek replied.

“Order one of your minions to go guard something—maybe the boss’s lady. You can watch over him from the comfort of the couch.”

“How effective, Zach. Why hire a security detail if you’re going to tell them not to do their jobs? Don’t listen to him, Derek. Guard and watch as you can—from the couch.”

Derek shook his head, sitting on the far end of the couch. “You’re as bad as he is, sir.”

“You’re both being all responsible,” Zachary complained. “Stop it. We are going to enjoy this film without any sign of seriousness at all. Captain’s orders.”

“I can’t believe you sent Max over just for this. I thought you needed something important.” I shook my finger at Zachary.

“It was Max’s idea.”

“Bullshit,” I muttered. “Hey, is there any chance you can get me a replacement phone, by the way?”

“We are not discussing business during movie time. There will be a new phone for you in Yellowknife. You’ll live until then. You can thank me later, but I already asked someone to set you up with a laptop. You’ll have it in the morning. Is there anything else?” Before I had a chance to reply, he snapped his fingers. “Didn’t think so. Movie time! What are we watching, gentlemen?”

“The Poseidon Adventure,” I grumbled.

“How about Ghost Ship?” my brother suggested.

I heard a bowl hit the counter in the adjacent kitchenette. “That movie is so nasty,” Max complained.

“All the more reason to watch it,” I replied, pointing at the television. “Make it so, Zachary! Maybe it doesn’t technically sink, but it’ll do.”

“This should be fun.” Zachary turned on the TV and selected Ghost Ship from his digital library. “Someone turn off the lights. This one is even creepier that way.”

“Don’t you mean disgusting?”

“Creepy, disgusting—close enough.”


Chapter Nine







Much to my amusement, I was the only one awake when the movie ended. Leaving my brother and friends to sleep sprawled on the couch in a haphazard pile, I turned the television off. When I made a quiet escape from Zachary’s quarters, one of Derek’s men was standing outside on guard.

“Do you know which room is mine?” I asked wryly, making a sour expression. “And I don’t suppose you happen to have a key, do you?”

A soft chuckle answered me, accompanied by a nod. “Follow me, sir.” It wasn’t far, and the guard opened the door to let me in. “Sleep well.”

“Thanks,” I replied, pausing halfway into the room. “Could you call the staff and let them know that someone is going to have to peel Zachary, my brother, and a few others off the couch?”

“I’ll take care of it.”

With a nod, I slipped inside and shut the door, heaving a relieved sigh at successfully ensuring some privacy. I slipped the door’s chain into place.

I flicked on the light. The stateroom proved to be one of the nicer ones on board, complete with a sitting area stolen directly from the Victorian era. There was a kitchenette, a bathroom, and a single bedroom. Evelyn was sprawled across the king-sized bed, still wearing her sleek satin dress. Her hair spilled around her, offsetting her tanned, freckled skin.

For a long time, I stood frozen in the doorway, admiring her as she quietly slept. When I finally managed to tear my gaze away, I was in dire need of a cold shower or a long soak. I found the promised jacuzzi tucked into a corner of the bedroom, a marble and gold gilded monstrosity capable of holding four comfortably. It looked deep enough to drown in. I shook my head, wondering why anyone would put such a thing in the bedroom.

As I explored the stateroom, I discovered that the bathroom also had a shower and a large claw-footed tub.

“This is insanity,” I muttered, tossing my jacket across the back of a chair in the sitting room. If I wanted to use the jacuzzi, I’d risk waking Evelyn—and end up in an easily compromised position.

I stared at her, fighting with myself yet again. I wanted her—I wanted her like I hadn’t wanted anyone since Suzanne. Guilt tainted my desire, as the realization sank in that I wanted Evelyn more than I had Suzanne.

Evelyn was a brightly burning fire, threatening to consume me if I stared at her for too long or got too close. Suzanne had been a colder woman, less vocal and forthcoming when it came to sharing my bed. I closed my eyes, sighing.

Maybe Zachary was right, and that bothered me most of all. He’d never doubted my love for Suzanne, but he had always doubted her affections for me.

In Evelyn, I couldn’t find any doubt, just need, desire, and comfortable companionship.

Part of me wanted to have a long, angry talk with Zachary about the impracticality of the room and his shamelessness in throwing Evelyn and me together. The other part of me wanted to thank him for it.

I wanted a lot of things, and most of them I wanted to do with Evelyn. Stifling a groan, I headed towards the privacy of the bathroom.

“Enjoy the movie?” Evelyn murmured sleepily. I froze. When I returned to the doorway, she was rubbing her eyes, yawning.

“Go back to bed,” I said in a soft voice, loosening my tie and dumping the scarf on top of my jacket. “I’m sorry I woke you.”

“The movie?”

I chuckled. “I was the sole survivor, I’m afraid. They fell asleep halfway through it.”

She looked at me, nodded, and snuggled into the blanket, revealing a lot of leg as she squirmed on the bed. I flushed, staring at her despite knowing I should look away. “Come to bed,” she murmured.

I wanted to obey her so much it hurt. I sighed and shook my head. “I need a cold shower followed by a long soak.”

Evelyn pointed at the jacuzzi. “Plenty of room for two.”

“That’s true,” I replied, wondering how I was going to emerge from my predicament intact and doubting whether or not I wanted to escape her in the first place. She sat up, her hair spilling over her shoulders in a tangled mess, which only made me want to run my fingers through her locks and restore them to order. The dress, which was rumpled from her sleeping, wasn’t helping matters any. It clung to her in all the right places, showing off the curve of her side and hips, as well as offering a glimpse of her muscular legs.

It was even worse than when she’d been crawling all over me in the nude. The satin teased me with just enough of a peek to make me want more.

“What’s bothering you?” she asked, staring at me with wide eyes, the jade tinged with the faintest ring of wolf gold.

“You’re too beautiful,” I blurted.

Groaning at my graceless compliment, I banged my forehead against the doorway. I was rewarded with her laughter.

“Thank you,” she murmured, the yellow in her eyes intensifying. “But something is actually bothering you. What is it?”

“Can I plead the fifth?”

“No, you may not plead the fifth,” she replied, her smile turning predatory as she slid her way off the bed. I held my breath as she closed the distance between us. “You’re trembling.”

It was entirely her fault, but I was powerless to say a word. She loosened my tie and untied the knot before tossing it aside. It landed on the floor behind her. I drew a deep breath to steady my nerves. “The proper order is for me to buy you a ring, get on my knees, beg and plead for you to marry me, and then have a ceremony,” I choked out. “That’s when you’re supposed to wear the white dress.”

What happened after didn’t involve her wearing the white dress for very long.

“I must test your restraint so much,” she murmured, dragging a finger along my jawline down to my neck. I winced when she touched the bruises circling my throat. “She hurt you.”

“She did,” I confirmed. “It’ll heal.”

“It better. I don’t require a ring, and there are better things you could be doing than getting on your knees. You can beg and plead as part of your proposal, if that pleases you. Ceremonies are for courts, not for Fenerec—or their mates.” She smiled at me, tapping my nose with her finger. “I’d be happy wearing a white dress for you whenever you want, if you like them so much.”

“I like you in that dress,” I replied.

“So why are you bothered, Jackson? They’re needless symbols. I know what sort of man you are. You won’t leave me. I will not leave you. I’m a Fenerec; that is who we are. I won’t change my mind. You won’t change yours. The rest isn’t important. I’ll let you hunt me to your heart’s content, if that’s what you want. You can give me a ring if you’d like, and I’ll give you one if you’d like. In the meantime, we’ll be very close friends with many, many benefits,” she whispered into my ear.

I closed my eyes and shivered at the feel of her breath on my skin. “You deserve better than that.”

“I think I’m the only one qualified to determine what I deserve. Maybe I deserve you ripping me out of this dress right here and now,” she growled, nipping my ear. “I deserve your loyalty in all things. You’re mine. Mine, Jackson. Get used to the idea.”

“Don’t I get a say in it?”

“We were discussing what I deserve, sir—and I deserve a man who will be as loyal to me as I am to him. That man happens to be you; therefore, no, you don’t get a say in it.” There was laughter in her voice. She nipped my ear again. “I suppose you can have a say in things.”

My worries warred with my immediate desires. “When I’m fifty, sixty, or older, you’ll still be young, beautiful, and spry. That’s part of who you are. I’ll age. You won’t.”

Evelyn sighed and rested her forehead against my shoulder. “I know. That isn’t going to change my mind. You’re an earth witch. You’ll age slowly enough yourself, sir. That is, of course, if you keep out of trouble and stop trying to get yourself killed.” She pinched my arm in rebuke.

“I don’t need another bruise,” I complained half-heartedly.

“We’re only guaranteed today. Being a Fenerec doesn’t mean I’m immortal; we die. It’s just a little harder to kill us. I’ll be yours for as long as we live.” She rubbed my arm where she had pinched me. “You’ll be mine, too. That’s how it works.”

“What if—”

Evelyn pressed her fingers to my lips, silencing me. “You don’t want to lose someone close to you again, not like you lost Suzanne. I understand. That’s what’s so beautiful about you—and it’s why you’re perfect for me. You understand commitment the way we Fenerec do. I can’t promise how long we’ll live. No one can. But as far as gambles in life go, I’m the safest bet you’ll ever make.”

She was right, and my crumbling resistance bothered me almost as much as the feel of her pressed so close to me. “How are you so certain?”

With a laugh, she pinched my arm again, just hard enough to hurt. “I asked Richard at dinner.”

I groaned from despair at the thought of what he had said to her. “Dare I ask?”

“You’re like another brother to him, Jackson. You scared him—you scared me, too. I can’t protect you if you escape from me now.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s my job to protect you,” I protested.

“From all the unwanted males? Certainly. Just as it’s my job to guard you against the unwanted females.” She sniffled, flicking my nose with her fingers. “Open your eyes and look at me.”

I obeyed. Her jade eyes were rimmed in gold, and I held my breath. She smiled at me, stroking my cheek. “I’ll hunt you until the day you die, if I must.”

“I thought I was supposed to hunt you.”

“It’s mutual, just as it should be. You’re chasing my tail. I’m chasing yours. That’s how these things work.” She tugged at my shirt, fiddling with the top button. “That’s how it should be, and if Suzanne wasn’t chasing after you as hard as you chased after her, her loss. Neither Richard nor Elliot liked her. They said you deserved better.”

I scowled, torn between anger at their belittling Suzanne and my growing unease. I had harbored many doubts after Suzanne’s death, but I hadn’t considered another woman in my life until Evelyn had come along. She was a tornado, ripping away all of my defenses, leaving me raw and torn up in her wake. She was volatile and drew me to her flame. A shiver ran through me at the realization that I wanted her to burn me, if only to prove I was capable of the emotions I had smothered over the years. Suzanne was gone, and there was nothing I could do to change that.

It didn’t make it any easier for me to accept what Evelyn was offering. I wanted to feel alive, with her skin against mine. I wanted to please her.

I sighed.

“She hurt you,” Evelyn whispered.

“No, I hurt me,” I replied, wincing at the truth of my words. In too many things, Zachary had been right—as had my brother and Richard. It didn’t change my love for Suzanne. Unfortunately, all that remained were my memories of her, which were dulled by the passage of time.

I was running out of reasons to deny Evelyn what she wanted, but I feared what would happen if I gave in to what we both desired.

I shuddered at the thought of what I would do if Evelyn vanished out of my life.

“Jackson,” she murmured.

Why was being honest so difficult? What I needed to say stuck in my throat. Evelyn waited for me with patience I didn’t feel I deserved. When I managed to speak, it was in a broken whisper, “I’m afraid.”

“Of what?” The concern in her voice was reflected in her eyes.

“I won’t be able to handle losing you,” I said, unable to keep looking her in the eye. When I had lost Suzanne, I had lost so much. If I lost Evelyn, there’d be nothing left for me, and that frightened me most of all. When had she become so important to me? How had she worked her way under my skin so quickly?

“You’re so much like a Fenerec, Jackson. You will do everything you can to protect what is yours. I’ll be careful if you promise to do the same.”

“I’m careful.” It was a part of my job; mistakes risked the lives of those working for me, which was unacceptable.

“Then there is absolutely no problem, is there? We’ll be fine.” She ran her thumb over my lower lip. “The only thing you’ll have to worry about is keeping away the other males.”

“Have you looked in a mirror recently?” I said, groaning at the thought of trying to keep other men from admiring her as much as I did. “I’ll have a lot to worry about.”

Lacing her fingers together behind my head, she pulled me down. “Tough luck for you,” she said, pressing her lips to mine. Pulling away, she released her hold on my head, trailing her hands down my neck. “I don’t like that she hurt you.”

Her touch on my bruised throat hurt enough I couldn’t hide my wince. “I don’t like it either.”

“How are you feeling?”

Certain that ‘aroused’ wasn’t the answer she was looking for, I replied, “I’m tired, sore, and ache in places I shouldn’t.”

“Is that all?” she murmured, making me doubt my original assessment of what she wanted to know.

I swallowed, torn between wanting to know exactly what she had in mind and trying to make my escape while I still could. “Not entirely.”

“Do you need me to kiss it all better?” she murmured in her smoky, seductive voice.

I sucked in a breath, shivering as she ran her fingers up and down the side of my neck. If I moved, what little restraint I had left would crumble away to nothing. My voice was as husky as hers when I asked, “Do your kisses have curative powers?”

“We should do extensive scientific testing to find out.” She started with my ear, nibbling at my lobe, stealing my breath when she licked tentatively at my skin. She worked her way down to my bruised throat. Her touch hurt, but I didn’t want her to stop.

She did, long enough to say, “What did she do to you?”

“From what I understand, there’s a video.”

Evelyn’s teeth scraped against my neck. “I haven’t seen it. I was too busy looking for you. That woman had your scent on her.” She growled before nipping me again. “What did she do to you?”

My embarrassment was smothered by my desire to find out what she intended to do to me when I told her. “She strangled me with her hair,” I whined in a blatant bid for pity.

Once again, her lips brushed against my skin, and I shivered at her touch. “That wasn’t very nice of her.”

“No, it wasn’t. Not at all.” I couldn’t help myself; I ran my hands over the soft and smooth material of her dress, caressing her sides. She pressed closer to me, and I slid my fingers up her back.

The knock at the door startled me so much I jumped backwards. I tripped over my own feet and ended up in a heap on the floor, taking Evelyn with me. She sprawled on top of me, sighing in what I took to be a mixture of disgust and frustration at the interruption.

I echoed her and grumbled, banging the back of my head against the carpeted floor. “If I kill them, do you think it’d classify as justifiable homicide?”

Evelyn kissed me on the forehead, untangling herself from me. “I’ll go deal with whomever it is.” She rose, smoothing her dress with a wordless growl. “Don’t go anywhere.”

Prowling to the door, she cracked it open without removing the chain. I heard Richard’s rumbling voice in the hall. She listened for a few moments before saying, “Yes, he is here. No, you may not come in. Go away. You’re interrupting us. I’ll tell him you were here. Please do us both a favor and tell everyone that he’s occupied for the rest of the evening.”

She didn’t quite slam the door, although I could tell by her tense stance that she wanted to. “Nosy male!” she snarled.

“What did Richard want?”

“To annoy me,” she grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest. “He was just checking in. He wanted to make sure you made it back here intact. You’re popular.”

“I’m sorry.”

From my position on the floor, I got a wonderful look at her legs as she crossed the room. “You’ll be sorry.”

There was a wicked gleam in her eye, and I felt my breath quicken. “Have I told you that you’re a very beautiful woman, Evelyn?”

She smiled down at me. “You’re not so bad yourself, Jackson. You know, I haven’t confirmed—personally—that you indeed made it back here intact. This is unacceptable.” Stepping over me, she sashayed her way to the jacuzzi, sat on the edge, and started filling it. “I seem to recall telling you that I do not let my prey escape.”

“So you did. What do you do with your prey once you’ve captured him?”

“Whatever I want.” She beckoned me with the flick of her finger. Stifling a groan, I got up from the floor and made my way over to her, doing my best to hide my limping. She tilted her head back to look up at me. “I’m not letting you escape this time.”

“It’d be a slow and painful escape attempt,” I admitted, faking a heavy sigh.

“You poor, abused rabbit. Don’t worry, I’ll kiss you and make everything all better.”

While I was expecting her to do something, it wasn’t her grabbing hold of my shirt and dumping us both into the jacuzzi, clothes and all. It didn’t take her long to live up to her threat, erasing all of my concerns and worries with her kisses.




~~*~~




Someone was banging on the door, but I was too warm and comfortable to want to move. The cinnamon scent of Evelyn’s hair encouraged me to remain exactly where I was, with my cheek nestled against her shoulder. I draped my arm across her side to pull her closer to me.

“You need to let me go,” Evelyn said, her tone amused. Mumbling disagreement, I rubbed my nose against her neck, drawing a deep breath of her scent. She reminded me of freshly baked cookies. All I wanted was to go back to sleep, secure in the knowledge she was nearby.

“Jackson, they’ll break the door down if they keep it up.”

“Let them.” I nipped her neck, and she shivered against me. For a moment, I thought my shameless ploy would work. Then, with a giggle, she smacked me with a pillow, beating me with it until I retreated under the blanket, grumbling protests. Ignoring my complaints, she abandoned our bed, grabbed a bathrobe, and headed to the door.

“I’m awake, I’m awake,” she called out, and I heard her curse at the door’s chain. “Keep your pants on, Elliot. What is it?”

“He better keep his pants on,” I snarled, covering my head with a pillow while considering how I could remove my twin from existence.

“Where’s Jackson?”

“He’s still in bed, denying that it’s time to get up. What time is it, anyway?”

“Ten. Can I come in?”

“Jackson, your brother’s here.” Evelyn poked her head into the bedroom. “You better put your clothes on. There’s another bathrobe over there.” She pointed at the floor.

The robe was near the wrinkled ruins of my suit, which still looked wet from its adventure in the jacuzzi. There was also a rip in the jacket’s shoulder, which I didn’t remember happening. After a moment of consideration, I retreated back into the warmth of bed, covering my head with the blanket. “Why don’t you come back to bed?”

“Later,” she promised. Laughing, she came into the room. I peeked as I heard her draw closer. The bathrobe smacked me in the face. “You’ve done plenty of sleeping. Rise and shine.”

“I brought you a laptop, courtesy of Zachary. I have the schedule for once we reach shore,” my brother called out from the other room. “I also come bearing a gift, but it’s bad coffee.”

“That’s not a gift, that’s poison,” I grumbled. “What happened to my getting rest? It’s necessary to heal.”

“Does he need more rest, Evelyn?”

The Fenerec chuckled. “Unlike you, he didn’t fall asleep during the movie, or so I hear.”

“We all have our flaws,” my twin replied. “You’re looking lovely this morning, Evelyn, albeit slightly rumpled.”

“I’m getting up,” I snapped, throwing off the blankets and grabbing the robe. With my luck, if I didn’t intervene, she’d tell my brother just why I hadn’t gotten enough sleep and why her hair was even more of a mess than it had been before I’d found her asleep in bed. When I staggered out of the bedroom, hissing at the stiffness in my knee, my brother was seated on the couch booting up a laptop.

“Good morning, Jackson,” he said, lifting his hand in greeting.

“It’s ten, which means it’s too early to be awake when on a cruise ship. What are you doing? Go back to bed and leave us alone,” I complained, sitting down beside him with a groan.

“Your throat looks terrible.”

I sighed, wondering how much worse it’d look before it healed. Last night, it had been a deep black and blue band around my throat. “Let me guess; I’ve graduated to green and yellow to go along with the black and blue?” When I touched my throat, it ached. “All the more reason to hide here for the next few days.”

There were plenty of things to keep me amused and occupied, and all of them involved Evelyn. As if reading my mind, she smiled at me and blew me a kiss.

“Doctor’s orders, Jackson. You’re to get up and walk, like it or not. That means leaving your room.” My brother leaned over and pulled out several scarves from the laptop bag beside his feet. “Zachary sends his regards and hopes these match your various suits. You can start a whole new fashion trend this way.”

“Wonderful,” I grumbled, grabbing the gauzy fabric and tossing them onto the coffee table. “Is this a thinly veiled excuse to get me back to work?” I accused, scowling at the laptop. “If that’s Inquisition-issued, I’m going to be spending all day removing the spyware, I hope you know.”

“It’s Zachary-issued, and he claims that it’s set up just how you like it. Amanda claims she will accept a hug in payment for staying up last night, so long as you give it to her where Zachary sees you doing it.”

Evelyn stiffened, her gaze fixed on me. Smiling at her, I shook my head before saying, “Amanda will, alas, be forced to suffer without a hug from me. She only wants to make Zachary jealous, anyway. Tell her I’ll shove her into one of the pools the next time I see her.”

“That’s what she said you’d say,” my twin replied with a chuckle. “I’ll tell her to jump in to spare you from having to push a lady.”

“Why don’t you hug her for me?” I asked, elbowing my brother.

“She’s pretty, but she’s not my type—and anyway, she’s Zachary’s woman.”

I grinned. “Vicky’s your type, isn’t she?”

Flushing at my comment, my brother spluttered something unintelligible, shoving the laptop in my direction. “I loaded a few databases on it for your use, current as of an hour ago. Maybe you’ll find something I’m missing. Also, Richard found something in the cargo bay that he insists has your scent all over it, so he wanted me to give it to you.”

I frowned, wondering what I had lost in the cargo bay. My brother reached into the bag and pulled out a red stone. The light reflected on its facets, drawing my gaze.

The names of the dead slammed into me, so many I couldn’t comprehend a single one of them. Pain burst through my head, centered behind my eyes. Voices shrieked at me, so loud that my ears throbbed.

“Jackson?” My brother’s voice cut over the wails of the dead, and they quieted to hissing whispers. Shuddering, I shook my head, tearing my gaze from the stone.

“What’s wrong?” Evelyn perched on the arm of the couch, resting her hand on my arm. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What is that stone?”

“This is yours, isn’t it?” When my brother held the gem out to me, I recoiled, my back pressing against Evelyn in my effort to distance myself from the stone. The names of the dead once again rattled in my head, one after another, the individuals lost in the deluge hammering away at me.

“No,” I choked out.

“What is wrong with you?” my twin asked in exasperation.

I opened my mouth to snap a reply, but the stone once again caught the light, and I remembered what it felt like to die. The pain, the disbelief, and the terror consumed me. It wasn’t Scarlett’s death; hers had been brief. It hadn’t taken long for her to die.

Someone screamed, a plea for mercy and relief, and my horror welled up. The voice was one I hadn’t heard in so long, but knew without doubt. It was Suzanne screaming, her cries unheeded as her life fled from her body after what felt like an eternity of agony.

All I caught was a glimpse of whitewashed walls, seen through her eyes in her final moments.

Suzanne had been killed instantly in the car accident. That’s what I had been told—that’s what I had spent the past five years believing. Yet, I heard her screams and felt her pain.

“Jackson!” Evelyn’s voice was shrill, silencing Suzanne’s misery.

The dead cried out for me, striking out in their need.

“Can you tell what’s wrong with him?” my brother asked.

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” was Evelyn’s reply.

The voices, the echoes of so many lost lives, wailed in dismay, their wordless cries turning into demands for justice and freedom.

The stone flashed as it skittered across the coffee table. I was faintly aware of my brother grabbing his phone and dialing a number. When the stone vanished somewhere behind the laptop, I went limp. Evelyn cried out, grabbing hold of me and pulling me against her in her effort to keep me from sliding to the floor. Sweat stung my eyes, and my breath wheezed as though I’d run a race.

“It’s Anderson. I think my brother is having a seizure,” he snapped into the phone. “No, I don’t know. His eyes are dilated, and his breathing is really fast. He’s shaking. No, he’s never had a seizure before.”

“One-twenty,” Evelyn reported. I hadn’t been aware of her fingers pressed to my throat until she had spoken.

“Evelyn says his heart rate is at one hundred and twenty beats per minute. His normal is half that.” My twin leaned towards me, pressing the back of his hand to my forehead. “Yes, he feels hot.”

I stared blankly at him. I didn’t feel hot; the chilling presence of the dead froze me from within. Closing my eyes silenced their cries in my ears. Tremors swept through me.

Why couldn’t I escape them? There were so many names thundering through my head that I couldn’t think beyond my horror. It was worse than when I went to the cemetery. My Suzanne hadn’t even left me her true name or the name of our daughter. Their grave had always been cold, still, and silent.

“Jackson?” Evelyn’s voice was full of concern and uncertainty.

“She says to check his heart rate again,” my brother said.

Evelyn’s touch was icy against my neck. “It’s still really fast.”

“Give me a minute,” I forced out in a whisper. It took effort, but I opened my eyes. The ghosts resumed their whispers, but too soft and disjointed for me to make out what they were trying to tell me.

“You’re awake, Dante?” my twin asked, once again leaning close to me.

“Yes,” I replied, alarmed by how weak my voice sounded.

“He seems conscious—he’s answering me at least,” he said into the phone. “How long until you can be in the air?”

When my brother started cursing, I reached up and tugged on his arm. He caught my wrist with his free hand. It was easier to let him hold onto me than try to pull free. He ignored me, listening intently to the person on the other end of the line—Dr. Wilson, if my guess was correct.

“Yes, there are several fire witches on board. Why?” He paused, sighed, and after a moment of listening, he nestled the phone against his ear and pressed his fingers to my throat, his gaze fixed on his watch. “Twenty beats in fifteen seconds. Okay, I’ll do that. I’ll call you back.” He hung up, setting his cell on the coffee table.

“There’s something wrong with that stone,” I gasped out. When my brother reached for it, I flinched.

“Don’t touch it,” Evelyn snapped. Grabbing a tissue, she tossed it over the gem. “It did something to him when you held it up.”

“Stay with him,” my brother ordered, jumping off the couch and heading to the door. He yanked it open and said, “Tell Zachary I need him in here yesterday. I don’t care what he’s doing—it’s important.”

Whether covering the stone helped or the dead had otherwise lost their hold on me, they fell silent, allowing me to relax against Evelyn. I panted in my effort to catch my breath. She wrapped her arms around me.

I shivered in reaction to the stone and the dead imprinted within it. Without them crying out, one name filtered through all of the rest. My doubts surged, but Evelyn murmured them away, running her hands through my hair.

She was a Fenerec. She wouldn’t abandon me. She had promised.

However, the memory of Suzanne’s screams echoed in my head. I knew her true name at last, and the knowledge crushed me.

Suzanne Annemarie Greene hadn’t taken my name with her to her grave.


Chapter Ten







It took almost an hour for me to shake off the stone’s influence. Despite it being covered and out of reach, I was aware of it. The dead hissed at me, but their voices were distant. Evelyn hovered nearby, her attention focused on the tissue, as though she expected the gem beneath it to attack us.

The four fire witches my brother had summoned stared at me as though I’d grown a second head.

My brother rubbed his temples, drawing my attention back to him. “Are you certain you’ve never seen that stone before?”

After five times of hearing the same question, I wanted to reach over and shake sense into him, but I’d have to get closer to the gem to do so, which saved him from a brotherly beating. “I’ve never seen it before,” I confirmed, careful to keep my tone even so I wouldn’t betray my irritation.

Elliot sighed, looking over at the witches. “And you’re absolutely positive that this rock has an aura and this same aura is also on my brother?”

“Yes, sir,” they chorused. The three women stared at each other.

I knew the senior witch, Paul, by reputation; at twenty-six, he was a rising star of the Inquisition. With blond hair and blue eyes, he had the looks of an angel to go with his devilish temper. He pointed at the stone. “I don’t know what that is, but it’s making my skin crawl. Mr. Jackson, you’re a sensor, aren’t you?”

I nodded.

“You’re an earth-element sensor. I think it’s obvious why he’s reacting to it,” Paul said, shrugging.

“That woman had the stone. Could she have done something to him using it?” Wiggling her way across my lap, Evelyn perched on the edge of the couch, remaining between the jewel and me. I rubbed her back, and she leaned into my touch.

“It’s possible,” Paul conceded. “How likely? That I can’t tell you. That rock looks like bad news to me, sir.”

My brother clacked his teeth. “His affinity is with stones, too—precious gems, to be specific.”

With a shake of his head, Paul took a few steps back from the coffee table. “Since it’s enough to cause me discomfort, I’m not at all surprised by his reaction. What do you want us to do with it? I don’t think touching it is wise.”

“I was able to handle it with no problems,” my brother replied, scowling at the piece of tissue. He shifted the laptop aside, and I recoiled against the arm of the couch. While I could see there was something dark-colored beneath the thin white material, the spirits continued to be held at bay. Their whispers were anxious and demanding, but I withstood them.

I didn’t want to know what would happen if I caught a glimpse of the blood-red facets again.

“With all due respect, sir, you’re a null. We aren’t. There’s something very wrong about that stone.” Shuddering, Paul rubbed his arms.

“That’s not very helpful, I hope you know. Could you perhaps describe what feels wrong with it?” My brother’s tone was sharp with annoyance and frustration.

“Rot,” I blurted, the word surprising me. The ghosts’ discontent vanished in a surge of triumph. I heard their whispers again, and they lamented their deaths.

The word belonged to them, and they had used my voice to speak. Their chilling presence closed in on me.

“Rot?” Elliot faced me, his eyes narrowing. His expression twisted from confusion to worry. “What do you mean by that?”

After visiting Suzanne’s grave so many times, I was disgusted I hadn’t recognized the feeling sooner. “It feels like a cemetery.”

One of the witches snapped her fingers, a smug smile appearing before she controlled her expression. “That’s exactly it. It has the aura of a morgue or cemetery.”

“More like a crematorium,” Paul muttered.

Elliot frowned. “Do all of you feel this way?”

I nodded, as did the other witches.

“Well, I already know what’ll happen to my brother if he gets too close to it. Witches, out of the room—I’ll put this in a box and send it to a lab for testing. There’s no point in making you all suffer for a pointless experiment,” my twin said, pointing towards the hallway door.

A knock startled all of us, causing nervous titters. Evelyn scowled, rose, and answered the door. Dr. Wilson stepped in, her glare settling on me. “At this rate, I’m just going to remain on board. You don’t look dead, Mr. Jackson.”

I couldn’t tell if she was pleased by my living state or not. “My apologies, Dr. Wilson.”

“What happened?” The woman pointed at the four other witches. “You, you, you, and you. Your pupils are dilated, and your color is off. You’re a match for Mr. Jackson.”

“We think this stone has something to do with it.” When my brother reached for the tissue, I lurched over the arm of the couch and retreated towards the stateroom’s balcony. My back pressed against the floor to ceiling glass door. The other witches joined me, with Paul standing beside me.

“They’re insane,” he whispered to me.

“No kidding.”

“What type of stone is it?” Dr. Wilson asked.

Without knocking, Zachary opened the door, poking his head into the room. “You’re a noisy lot. For the record, I’m calling it a death rock, as I’ve heard it about scared the boss to death. Sorry I couldn’t get away sooner; there was a tidal wave alert.”

“A what?” my brother demanded.

“A tidal wave alert. It’s a nasty warning when there are underwater earthquakes. The Mid-Atlantic Ridge had a nasty shake about an hour ago, and it’s been rumbling ever since. The last aftershock was about ten minutes ago. Fortunately for us, we were already close to the edge of the shelf, so we’ve changed course for deeper water, just as a precaution.” Zachary stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “Are you okay, Boss?”

“I won’t be if he touches that stone again,” I replied in a strained voice.

“Is that why you’re hiding over there? What’s going on?” Dr. Wilson sighed. “It’s more superstitious nonsense, isn’t it?” Before my brother could stop her, the old woman snatched up the tissue, depositing the stone in her palm. The red gem reflected the room’s light, bathing the coffee table in a crimson glow. “This stone seems to—”

The distance didn’t save me from the wails of the dead. They all shared one thing, and they blinded me to everything else. They had died in a white-painted room full of laboratory equipment, and their pain seared through me. Trapped within the confines of the gemstone, they endured an eternity of anguish as they once again experienced their lives bleeding away.

I was faintly aware of Paul collapsing to the floor beside me.

My brother slapped the stone out of Dr. Wilson’s hand, severing my connection with the dead. The stone clattered as it hit the table, bouncing onto the carpet. With a life of its own, it rolled until it came to rest at my feet. One by one the ghosts quieted, leaving behind the silence of the grave. The dead waited, and their hope was a painful weight compressing my chest. Somewhere far away, I heard the buzz of angry voices.

I ignored them all.

~Dante,~ the ghosts begged.

In my name, I heard their plea for help, for freedom, and for release into true death. I was a puppet on strings, obeying the whims of the dead. At their command, I knelt and picked up the stone in my left hand, nestling it in my palm.

The warmth of freshly spilled blood spread through me.

“Are you insane?” my brother shrieked.

“Justice,” the ghosts demanded in my voice. Their satisfaction burned through me. They departed, stealing everything from me as they went.

I crumpled to the floor.




~~*~~




I was alone when I woke. The other half of the bed looked untouched. The light was on in the main room, and hissing at the protest of my sore knee, I got out of bed. A bathrobe waited, draped over the back of a chair near the bed. I limped to the sitting room, puzzled. No one was in the suite, and all was quiet. Of Evelyn, there was no sign, which worried me enough that I stalked through the stateroom in search of evidence of where my Fenerec had gone. My anxiety increased with each passing moment as I returned to the bedroom, scratching my head. I pinched myself to make certain I wasn’t still asleep. It hurt as I expected.

Leaning against the doorframe, I tried to piece together what had happened. With surprising clarity, I remembered joining the four Inquisition witches on the floor in a faint. Passing out wasn’t something I did often, but under normal circumstances, I didn’t have any recollection of it happening. Time usually did a funny lurch without my awareness of having fainted at all. “Huh,” I muttered, shaking my head and making my way to the bathroom.

I found Evelyn sound asleep in the claw-footed tub, her head pillowed on her arms, her breath making a soft whistling when she exhaled. Her hair was a tangled mess, falling over her face. Kneeling beside her, I dipped my fingers into the water to find it chilly. With a grimace, I plunged my hand in, pulling the stopper.

I couldn’t help myself; I smiled at her, carefully brushing away the locks of hair plastered to her cheeks. Trailing my fingers along the gentle line of her jaw, I worked my way down so I could flick her ear. I was rewarded with a sleepy murmur. Tickling the side of her neck earned me a louder complaint. I kissed her cheek, and unable to resist the lure, I nibbled my way to her throat. “Evelyn, why are you sleeping in the tub?” I whispered in her ear, hoping my voice wouldn’t startle her.

It did. Her shriek ended in a gurgle as she flailed, slipped, and submerged in the draining tub, splashing me as she floundered in her efforts to sit up. Water dripped down her face. With a cough, she shook her head.

I covered my mouth so I wouldn’t laugh. When I could contain my mirth, I asked, “Are you okay?”

For a long moment, she stared at me with a blank expression on her face. Her hand trembled when she lifted it to touch my cheek. I captured her hand with mine, turning my face to kiss her fingers. “Let’s get you to bed, Sleepy,” I murmured, reaching over to grab one of the room’s fluffy white towels. “You’re going to freeze to death in there.”

“Jackson?”

“I assure you that I would never allow my brother anywhere near my lady in nothing but a bathrobe,” I replied. “I would be more than a little upset with him. Why were you sleeping in the tub?”

Evelyn sniffled, which was all of the warning I needed to recognize there was a great deal of trouble in my immediate future. I froze, horrified at the thought of the Fenerec crying over anything. The thought of strong, rip-a-woman-to-pieces Evelyn reduced to tears sent a surge of panic through me.

There was only one question I could ask, and I knew it was the worst thing I could say. Her tears were likely my fault. Bracing myself for the inevitable, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

Her red-rimmed eyes stared into mine. “You wouldn’t wake up.”

I winced, wondering how long I had been unconscious thanks to the ghosts I wasn’t quite ready to tell her about. “I’m awake now,” I replied, running my fingers through her hair. “I’m sorry I worried you.”

Evelyn sniffled, wiped her eyes, and nodded. “The other witches haven’t woken up either. Your brother was so mad, Jackson. I thought he was going to kill Dr. Wilson for a minute there. He sent her back to shore and called in a witch from the west coast.”

“He’s going to kill me,” I stated, wondering how he’d choose to finish me off for making him worry again. “It wasn’t my fault this time, I swear. I didn’t know—”

Pressing her fingers to my lips, she shook her head. “It may not have been your fault, but I already called dibs on you. What were you thinking, picking it up? I’m so mad at you,” she blurted. Balling her hand into a fist, she thumped my shoulder hard enough that I yelped.

“That’s going to bruise,” I warned, draping the towel over her head so I could dry her hair. “There’s a very steep fine if you cause bruises.”

“Oh?” she watched me, her eyes half-lidded. I smiled, rubbing her briskly with the towel, not saying a word as I ran my hands over her. “Does it hurt?”

“Terribly,” I lied, grinning at her. While my knee was going to hate me, I ignored my apprehension at the pain I was about to cause myself. Slipping one arm under her knees and the other behind her back, I lifted her out of the tub. My spine popped and creaked in protest.

She didn’t weigh nearly as much as I thought she should, and I was smart enough not to tell her that. “When was the last time you ate?”

With my luck, she’d take my question the wrong way, but there was something dangerous about being the only living thing in the room with a hungry Fenerec. The worry of her hunger distracted me from the throbbing in my knee as I carried her to bed. With a playful grin, I dumped her on my side. She squeaked, bouncing as she landed. “Well?”

“I don’t remember,” she admitted sheepishly, yawning.

Although I wanted to do a lot of things with her, I grabbed the blanket and covered her, sitting on the edge of the bed to kiss her forehead. “Is there anything you want?”

She shook her head, and her sleepy smile tore at my heart. I stroked her cheek. “I’m going to go grab the laptop and come back here. There’s a few things I need to do before I can go back to sleep. I’ll stay right beside you, okay?”

Snuggling against my pillow, she breathed deeply, making a contented noise. It took her less than a minute to fall back to sleep. For a long moment, all I could do was watch her sleep, wondering why she would choose someone like me. I didn’t deserve her, which made me want to please her all the more. I had made her worry. Guilt tightened my throat and made it difficult to breathe.

It took me a long time to leave Evelyn’s side long enough to fetch the laptop and its charging cable. I eased into bed, making myself comfortable next to her, wiggling my toes under the blankets so I could brush my feet against hers. She murmured, rolled over, and latched onto my arm. I shifted so I could accommodate her and still use the computer.

If I wanted to know the truth, I needed to remember. The names of the dead couldn’t hurt me, but their final moments did—and would. One by one, I typed out their names. As I worked and the number grew, I trembled, sickened by how so many had died due to one little stone.

Several hours later, I neared the end, until only two whispering spirits lingered, waiting for me to acknowledge them and write down their names. The first was Suzanne, and if she had ever held any affection for me, I couldn’t tell by the way her ghost chilled me. It hurt, writing down her birth name, knowing she had rejected me in her death.

Her presence abandoned me the moment I finished typing the final letter, and the abruptness of her departure was a knife to my heart. I stared at the screen, at the long list of names, and wondered whom I would meet when I found the courage to resume typing. Unlike the others, the spirit was warm, as though eager for my acknowledgment.

I hesitated, fearing what I would learn if I let the last ghost in.

My wife’s grave was empty, and the circumstances of her death were a lie I had carried with me for five years. Suzanne was dead, but when had she died? Why? What had she done for her death to be linked to the blood-red stone?

The question I feared the most consumed me. What had become of our daughter? If the last of the ghosts was hers, I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to feel the stab of betrayal again. Had my wife taken everything or had she given something of me to our daughter?

What had I done that was so wrong she would leave me, convincing me of her death? Had my daughter been born, somewhere far out of my reach, never knowing how much I would have loved her if given a chance? My eyes burned.

I didn’t want to know.

The choice was taken from me as the spirit’s eagerness surged, warming me from within. With Evelyn sleeping quietly beside me, I silently wept for Jacqueline Emily Anderson, the daughter I would never meet.




~~*~~




I hid from my grief in the only way I knew. I worked, searching through the Inquisition databases for something—anything—to tie the dead together. One thing became apparent with little effort.

The dead weren’t American. While I had an occasional match in the databases, the records were few and far between, usually tied to a green card or other visa allowing the individual the right to live within the United States. Of those few, they were all flagged as witches, which I dutifully recorded in my spreadsheet. If I wanted to learn more, I would need to dig deeper, taking my hunt elsewhere. My access to federal databases was limited, but my login did allow me to browse through certain choice bits of immigrations records. By researching the history of one of the witches with a green card, I was able to track their origin country to Canada.

Accessing Canadian registries was something I didn’t like doing; without fail, my contact in Ottawa would come calling when he found out I had been snooping around. He would want an explanation of what I was up to and why I needed his data. He’d pressure me into making a run north of the border. Without fail, he’d sink his Canadian claws into me, determined to show me his country’s hospitality in his efforts to keep his government on good terms with the Inquisition.

I liked Gerald, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted him knowing why I was looking up so many names. With a resigned sigh, I tunneled into the Canadian database. I’d find an excuse later—after I found who had killed my daughter. Then again, I probably wouldn’t need an excuse.

Gerald had two daughters of his own.

It didn’t take me long to find the common tie between the dead. While I would never know for certain, I suspected it applied to my daughter as well. Every single one of them had been a witch in life. The women outnumbered the men seven to one, and my rage grew as I sought out the truth behind their murders.

With the exception of Suzanne, my daughter, and a handful of others, the dead had been young, ranging in age from fifteen to twenty-one. While they had ceased speaking to me, all I had to do was think of them, and the memories of their deaths haunted me. Sometimes I caught glimpses of their lives. My chest hurt each time I thought of Suzanne, and the bitterness of her betrayal ate away at me.

Someone—many someones—had lied to me. My daughter had been born. I could feel her warmth within me, soothing away the hurt and the grief despite my desire to lash out at those responsible. Along with her name and her presence clinging to me, I was aware of a few details. She had been three years old when she had died, and her life had been stolen from her while she slept, caught unawares and without pain.

She had loved a little fox stuffed animal, which she had been holding when she had died. Its fur matched Evelyn’s, and the knowledge tore at me.

Beneath those memories was an edge of anger, but my daughter’s reasons behind it were lost to me.

While I was aware of the other ghosts tickling at the fringe of my awareness, only my daughter’s spirit lingered, refusing to let go of me. She didn’t wail as the others did—she didn’t make any sound at all. All she did was hold tight, as though afraid I would push her away.

All I wanted was to hold her, but I couldn’t. I should have let her go, but I didn’t. For as long as she desired, I’d let her stay, enduring the heat of her presence within me.

It was all I had of her.

My need to know as much about my daughter as I could drove me into delving deeper in the Canadian databases. Jacqueline didn’t have an obituary or death certificate; officially, she was listed as missing, along with her mother. I was able to download a digital copy of her birth certificate, which I stared at.

Suzanne had listed me as the father, using my birth name in defiance of the Inquisition. I swallowed back the lump in my throat. I, Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, was a father. My daughter would never be found, not that anyone was likely looking for her, except me. I read over her certificate, staring at her birthday in disbelief.

We had the same birthday, three weeks after Jacqueline’s official due date.

I closed my eyes, wondering what I had done to deserve Suzanne’s betrayal. What had I done to drive her away? Would I be doomed to repeat the past? I shuddered, opening my eyes to stare at Evelyn. I was torn between fear and hope. The Fenerec didn’t abandon their mates.

It didn’t stop me from worrying. Where had I gone wrong with Suzanne?

She had been my world, and I had done everything I could for her. What had I done to force my wife to fake her death, choosing to give birth to our daughter in secret? I clenched my teeth, shaking my head. Later, I would worry about it later.

Working through the list gave me a purpose and a goal.

Later, when it didn’t hurt so much, I’d tell Evelyn the truth. Would she hate me as a result?

I drew a deep breath, scrolled to the top of the list, and began my search. Diving into the Canadian databases, I learned that most of the victims had lived in Montreal, Quebec; over half of them were listed as missing, presumed dead. While a handful of the bodies had been found, I wasn’t able to acquire any information on the causes of death. The hours ticked by as I took notes, trying to puzzle out how the blood-red stone could carry the imprint of so many deaths.

When I reached the end of the list, I stared at Suzanne’s name. Instead of grief, all I had left was rage, one that burned away everything but my knowledge that she had purposefully stolen my daughter from me, faking her death to do it. Who had known of Suzanne’s deception?

The answer to that question frightened me most of all. If I asked, would I be told the truth? Would the lies continue, with those who knew the truth hoping I wouldn’t learn of what she had done? I sighed.

It didn’t matter.

I couldn’t change the past. All I could do was live, hoping I wouldn’t repeat my mistakes.

“The truth will set you free,” I muttered, shaking my head. My love had kept me tied to Suzanne, but the knowledge of her deceit left me empty, tired, and broken, but free. I closed the laptop and set it aside, shifting on the bed to stare down at Evelyn. She was smiling in her sleep. I reached out, looping one of her curls around my finger, rubbing the silky strands.

No matter what, I would figure out where I had gone wrong with Suzanne. I’d make sure never to give Evelyn a single reason to turn away from me.

She was mine.


Chapter Eleven







It was a little after eight in the morning when someone knocked. Setting the laptop aside, I secured my bathrobe and went to answer the door.

A startled Zachary blinked at me. “Boss!”

“Shh, Evelyn’s asleep,” I hissed, holding the door open. “Come in, and you better have coffee.”

My friend sighed, shaking his head at me. “You’re aware that you have a coffee maker in here, right?” He came in, crossed to the kitchenette, and busied himself at the counter. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. Knee is stiff.” I checked on Evelyn, who hadn’t budged since I’d left bed. With a groan, I flopped onto the couch. “She fell asleep in the tub sometime last night.”

“That poor lady. You need to be more careful, Boss. You’ll scare her to death at the rate you’re going, and Fenerec don’t frighten easily.” Zachary leaned against the wall while waiting for the coffee to brew. “Hell, you scared all of us. I think your twin took the award for most anxious, requiring sedation. Unfortunately, Richard used his fist to do it. Just wait until you see him. He’s sporting a gloriously black eye. Once he was up, he got a second helping, courtesy of his woman. Apparently that was an accident. He looks like a demented raccoon now.”

I stretched my legs, propping my feet up on the coffee table. “You realize I’m going to have to defend my brother’s honor now, right? Richard will destroy me.”

“Or you could just accept it was a necessary measure,” Zachary suggested.

“Unlikely. How are Paul and the other witches doing?”

“Groggy, but conscious. The last of them came to about an hour ago. How long have you been awake? Evelyn was supposed to tell us when you woke up.” Zachary poured me a mug of coffee and brought it over. “I thought you’d appreciate the warning, but you have some trouble possibly coming your way.”

I groaned, taking a sip of the black coffee before asking, “What now? Don’t I have enough trouble?”

“Your status with the Inquisition might be getting a notable upgrade. Your twin had some witch from California flown in last night. She’s a doctor, and apparently a pretty notable one. Richard knows and trusts her, which is good enough for me. She took one look at you and demanded to know what sort of incompetent idiot deemed you were a two-bit, powerless witch. She blew her top over it. It was a pleasure to watch.”

I set my coffee aside, chuckling a bit. “The incompetent idiot must not have been very happy with her.”

“Your brother had a bit of a row with her, if that’s the incompetent idiot who deemed you were a two-bit,” Zachary replied, sitting next to me. “Her show of temper was brilliant, but your brother? It was a sight to behold. I’m sorry you missed it. He looked her in the eye and told her that you were, indeed, a two-bit witch who had the misfortune of being a sensor, was nothing more than a two-bit sensor, and would never be anything more than a two-bit sensor. He declared that was the end of the discussion. It took the good doctor about ten seconds to clue in that the Shadow Pope wasn’t about to sell out his brother to the Inquisition.”

“Who else heard this?”

“Richard, Vicky, and I were the only witnesses. Max had your lady out for a stroll and some dinner, since I had informed her that a hungry Fenerec wasn’t standing watch. Hungry Fenerec are cranky beasts.”

I laughed. “So I’ve been told. So, what’s the verdict?”

“Dr. Cerimino pointed out that fire witches are sensor types, one and all. She refused to get within ten feet of the stone, but made a few observations of her own. First, the stone has attuned to you. She doesn’t know why, but she believes it might have something to do with the fact you’re an earth-affinity sensor. Her instructions were to keep it near you; it’s strong, and she thinks you might react if we take it too far away. It’s in my quarters for the time being until we can figure out what to do with it.”

I wondered how I could tell Zachary what I had learned without sounding too crazy. I wanted to talk to him about Suzanne as well. Closing my eyes, I sighed. “If I tell you something, will you swear you will never tell anyone?”

Zachary sucked in a breath. “You know I won’t tell.”

I stood and went into the bedroom to retrieve the laptop. Setting it on the coffee table, I hesitated, wondering if I was making the right choice.

“What’s wrong, Jackson?”

“This is so hard,” I whispered, and I heard the pain in my voice. My throat ached from trying to suppress my emotions so I could find the courage to show him my daughter’s birth certificate. Once I opened the file, I wouldn’t be able to deny the truth. I would be acknowledging that he had been right all along about Suzanne.

Lifting the lid, I selected the document, opened, it, and turned the laptop so he could see the screen.

Zachary snatched the laptop, pulling it closer to him. “That… that… I’m going to fucking kill that piece of shit whore.” Drawing a deep breath, he looked up at me. “Sorry, but I’ll do it, I swear to God.”

I buried my face in my hands. “It gets worse.”

“How is that even possible?” Zachary made a noise that reminded me of a wolf’s growl. “I’ll help you find your baby—and deal with that slut.”

Yesterday, I would have been angry over his calling Suzanne a whore or a slut, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel anything other than anguish. “She’s dead, Zachary. She was three.” My eyes burned, and I swallowed to keep my tears contained. I couldn’t force myself to tell him that I could still feel her clinging to me, a little spot of living warmth within me, when I was otherwise cold.

“Oh my God, Dante. What about Suzanne?”

When I had the courage to look over at him, he was biting one of his knuckles. I couldn’t tell if he was on the verge of tears because of rage or grief.

“She’s dead too. Where had I gone wrong, Zach?” I asked, my voice broken.

He lifted his head, glaring at me. Jabbing me in the chest with a finger, he leaned towards me and snapped, “It was never you. It was Suzanne. She didn’t deserve you, and she sure as hell didn’t deserve anything you had done for her. Goddamn it all.” My friend’s breathing hitched, and he drew several deep and long breaths. “We didn’t want to tell you this because we knew how much it would hurt you, but I guess there’s no point in hiding it now. She left a note, sent to your brother of all people. We’d thought all along it hadn’t been an accident, but a suicide. It was never your fault, Dante. She hated the Inquisition more than she loved you. You hadn’t done anything wrong, not a single damned thing. How did you find out about this?”

“I was looking into something else and stumbled onto her birth certificate,” I replied, wondering if he’d know I wasn’t telling him the complete truth. Zachary didn’t need to be burdened with the nature of my witchcraft or what was lurking in the depths of the crimson stone he had in his quarters. I sighed.

Zachary bowed his head. There was something horribly wrong about watching my friend cry when I couldn’t. The feelings were there, but I felt like a dried out well. My throat ached and my eyes burned, but something kept my eyes dry.

I wanted my little girl, but she was gone, nothing left of her but the lingering memory of a ghost determined to haunt me. I’d never know what it would feel like to have her thump against my legs, as I often saw little girls do when their fathers returned home from work. I’d never feel her weight in my arms as I acquiesced to her demands to be held. There wouldn’t be any bedtime stories. I’d known that five years ago.

Then, however, I hadn’t known I would miss her growing up and learning how to walk and talk. I had missed tucking her in as she clutched her favorite stuffed animal. All that was left for me was a spirit who would never know how badly I had wanted her in my life.




~~*~~




Zachary and I sat together in silence, the minutes stretching into an hour. When someone knocked at the door, Zachary reached over, closed the laptop, and crossed the room. He answered in silence, letting Richard in, who was followed by my twin. They halted several steps in, gawking at me. Zachary reclaimed his seat on the couch, moving the laptop into its bag.

As warned, Elliot looked like a raccoon with his matched pair of black eyes. While I hurt and didn’t want the company, I pushed my anguish aside and said, “Good morning, Raccoon. Good morning, Richard. By the way, the only one allowed to blacken my brother’s eye is me.”

“Sorry,” Richard replied with a faint smile. “He needed someone to put him in his place and you were napping. Where’s Evelyn?”

I pointed over my shoulder in direction of the bedroom. “Sleeping.”

“No, I’m awake,” the Fenerec murmured behind me before draping her arms over my shoulders, nestling her cheek against my throat. “Come back to bed.”

When she relaxed against me, her breath slow and even, I was able to smile, reaching up to ruffle her hair. “You can’t sleep there,” I informed her, trying to extract my fingers from her tangled locks. “Go bring a me a brush and I’ll get those knots out.”

“I can stay here if I want to,” she protested, securing her grip on my bathrobe.

I wanted to make certain she stayed, preventing her from ever wanting to leave my side. Some of my tension eased as she snuggled as close to me as she could. “Go get the brush and sit here,” I said, turning my head to kiss her cheek.

“If I must,” she complained, wandering to the bathroom. When she returned, she held a brush in her hand, which she held out to me. Instead of sitting down on the couch like I expected, she flopped down, her legs stretched over Zachary’s lap while the rest of her was sprawled over me. She pillowed her chin on her arms.

I was grateful that the bathrobe she was wearing covered her right down to her ankles. While I’d let Zachary function as a leg rest, I didn’t want him getting a single peek at her legs or at her charming splattering of freckles.

I went to work on her hair, brushing my way from the ends towards her scalp, careful not to pull too hard as I defeated tangle after tangle. “Elliot, why do you have two black eyes? While I’m aware you had a disagreement with Richard’s fist, I was under the impression he only hit you once.”

There were some things an older brother simply had to do, and teasing neared the top of the list. It also let me act like there was nothing wrong.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he grumbled, collapsing onto one of the armchairs.

“But I want you to talk about it. Maybe I should go ask Vicky what you two were doing—”

“Don’t you dare,” my twin hissed.

I paused in my brushing of Evelyn’s hair to arch a brow at my brother. “I trust I will be invited to the wedding.”

Elliot’s face turned scarlet. “Jackson!”

“You know what, Richard? If he doesn’t get around to proposing to her sometime in the near future, you have my permission to beat sense into him.”

“You’re so mean,” Evelyn said, straining to poke me in the side. I caught her hand and gave it a squeeze before returning to my brushing duties.

My brother scowled at me. “That’s not funny. He hits hard.”

“She’s pretty, she’s smart, she’s capable of keeping you in line, and she makes more money than you do. What’s the problem?”

“You’re being rude,” Evelyn chided.

While it was tempting to give her a playful pinch, I settled with a discreet flicking of her ear under the guise of gathering her hair. “I am not. It’s my sacred duty as the older brother to tease him.”

“Listen to her,” Elliot pleaded. “What did I do to you?”

With a chuckle, Richard sat on arm of the couch near me. “I solemnly swear to beat your brother, should he fail to propose to his Fenerec girlfriend. Furthermore, I solemnly swear to beat you if you fail to do the same.”

“That’s not necessary,” Evelyn replied, jabbing at the Alpha Fenerec, poking him in the side with a finger. “I can beat him myself, if needed. Which it won’t be, thank you very much.”

“It won’t be necessary,” I muttered. My hand had mostly healed from her bite, and while she had left a bruise on my shoulder, I had every intention of never giving her a reason to want to leave—and every reason to say yes when I did propose to her. I believed in her promise to let me hunt her to my heart’s content. When I was done, she’d have a ring as beautiful as she was, and I’d give her the wedding she deserved.

A proposal wasn’t needed; she had my promise already, and I had hers.

I was determined to make Suzanne a fading shadow, insubstantial and powerless to separate me from Evelyn.

My brother sighed. “You are all aware that there are restrictions on who I can marry, aren’t you?”

“Change the rules,” I snapped, my annoyance spiking at the thought of our blood family once again ruining our lives. “Go tell them to fuck themselves and make new rules.”

I sucked in a breath, dropping the brush to cover my mouth when I realized what I had blurted. Everyone stared at me with wide eyes. My brother’s mouth hung open, although he didn’t say a word.

Evelyn broke the silence, kicking her legs and howling her laughter. She rolled over on my lap, grabbing hold of my neck to pull herself upright. Once situated to her liking across my legs, she kissed my cheek. “You’re so adorable.” Still chuckling, she grabbed the brush, hopped off of me, and retreated to the bathroom. “I need a shower.”

“Well, if you had any doubts of your brother’s opinion, Mr. Anderson, you can lay them to rest,” Richard said, his voice rumbling from his amusement.

“I can’t believe I said that,” I mumbled into my hands, feeling my face burn.

Through the closed bathroom door, I heard Evelyn laugh again.

“I will take your suggestion under consideration. What, pray tell, should I tell them to use when following your non-biased opinion?”

I bit my lip in my effort to contain my growing need to laugh. When I could control myself, I said, “I have a set of golf clubs I would happily donate to the cause.”

My brother cracked his knuckles. “Why don’t I come over there and blacken your eyes so we’re better matched.”

“Children,” Zachary chided. “Play nice. There is a lady present.”

“If you blacken Jackson’s eye, Elliot, I’m breaking your arm,” Evelyn called out. “No one will be beating my mate, thank you very much.”

My brother’s eyebrows rose. “Mate?”

I flushed and kept my mouth shut, knowing there was nothing I could say that wouldn’t offend someone—or leave me the butt end of a long-term joke.

Richard saved me by chuckling. “What exactly were you expecting, Mr. Anderson? He is an earth witch and she is a Fenerec, a rather lovely one at that. They’ll be good for each other.”

I considered if I could make a strategic retreat for the bedroom. Zachary clucked his tongue and said, “Interesting. So, when’s the wedding? Should I get out my dress uniform? I’m certain I could whip something together for this evening…”

Evelyn opened the bathroom door enough to poke her head out. “I deserve a proper proposal and engagement, if you please. Stop bothering him.” She slammed the door, and moments later, I heard her turn on the shower.

“Listen to her,” I pleaded.

“I claim the honor and privilege of helping him pick out the ring,” Zachary declared.

“No, I’m his brother. That’s my right.”

“This is not up for debate,” I cut in desperately, relieved when my glare managed to silence both of them.

“Listen, Dante. I already had to change the rules once for you,” my twin said, lifting his hands in exasperation. “You’re trying to kill us both, aren’t you?”

My resentment flared, and I straightened, narrowing my eyes at my brother. While I still couldn’t believe Evelyn wanted someone like me, I couldn’t sit and let my brother lose his chance. He had changed the rules so that I could marry Suzanne without fearing the Inquisition’s wrath.

If he could do it for me, he could do it for himself—and maybe even put an end to the necessity of a pure, null line ruling the Inquisition. If necessary, we had cousins—and a lot of them—who could pick up the mantle.

I trembled as my anger spiked. “No, I am not trying to get us both killed. You deserve to love who you want to love, be she Normal, witch, or Fenerec. Take it from me, you could do a lot worse than a Fenerec.” For a long moment, I clenched my teeth before snarling, “She won’t abandon you.”

My twin’s eyes widened and his color faded to a sickly gray. “Dante—”

“Don’t you Dante me. Change the rules, Elliot. For your sake and for hers. If she chooses you, she won’t change her mind—ever. She’ll wait for you until the day you die—or she dies. Don’t do that to her. Neither one of you deserves it, especially if you’re as committed to her as I think you are. Don’t be like me, left alone and regretting it for years.”

“Well, this is awkward,” Richard muttered. The Fenerec sighed. “Unfortunately, he’s correct. I didn’t want to mention this quite yet, but I guess now is as good of a time as any. The lady carries your scent, Mr. Anderson. Like it or not, it’s a problem you’re going to have to deal with. I hope you don’t have any Normal girlfriends in the wings, Your Eminence. Fenerec are all the jealous type, and for whatever reason, the mating bond has taken hold on the pair of you.”

For a moment, I thought my brother was going to topple over in a faint. I was halfway to my feet when Richard’s arm slapped against my chest and he shoved me back down. “Easy, Jackson. If he makes a fool out of himself, I’ll catch him so he doesn’t crack his head on anything.”

My brother closed his eyes and groaned. “She’s the one with the shaman boyfriend and two adopted kids, both of whom live with him, if you must know. You’re wrong.”

“My nose doesn’t lie. Sure, I have to work a little harder to tell you two apart, but you carry Miss Vicky’s scent and she carries yours. Any Fenerec who catches a sniff will know,” Richard warned.

I settled back on the couch, shoving Richard’s arm aside. “Welcome to my life, little brother.”

Richard rubbed his temples, making thoughtful noises. “If it makes you feel better, you didn’t smell like her when we first boarded. Maybe she felt threatened by Evelyn and chose to stake her claim then? Either way, the mating bond has taken hold. Perhaps that might have something to do with your second black eye? All it takes is a Fenerec committing to someone who is likewise committed. It isn’t an exact art, and you won’t be the first or last pair forged accidentally. Just ask my mate and wife, as we’re such a pair. It is, however, quite permanent, for better or for worse. You better get used to the idea. Take your brother’s advice. Change the rules while you can.”

“Why me?” Groaning, my brother bowed his head. “Don’t I have to agree to this?”

With a shake of his head, Richard rose and crouched next to my twin, patting his shoulder. “It doesn’t work that way, sorry. Maybe you didn’t say anything, but pack magic doesn’t need spoken agreement. If both parties are committed, the mating bond can take hold. Usually it takes intent and effort—and sex—but not necessarily.”

“What about him?” When my brother pointed at me, I lifted my hands.

Richard snorted. “Take one good look at who we’re talking about here. He was likely committed the instant he decided to defy the Inquisition to save his little wolf. You saw what she was willing to do for him. If you have any doubt, maybe I need to beat some more sense into you.”

“I’d like to remind you all that I’m right here,” I complained. Arguing with the Fenerec wasn’t an option, not when he was right. Whether or not I had meant to create a permanent bond between us, I had decided to help her, and I didn’t back out of such a commitment lightly. I had liked her from the very beginning.

Evelyn was easy to love.

“You were carrying Evelyn’s scent from the start,” Richard informed me. 

“But doesn’t that mean Vicky had no reason to worry?” My twin scowled at Richard, looking away when the Fenerec went to meet his gaze.

Getting up from his spot on the couch, Zachary grabbed my coffee mug and headed towards the kitchenette. “I think I need more coffee for this.”

“You’re twins, Elliot. Even I’m hard-pressed to distinguish your scents. It takes effort, and I have to concentrate to tell you two apart. On a casual sniff? She probably confused your scents. That’d give any Fenerec reason for concern.”

“Evelyn looked ready for a fight,” I said, thinking about the incident at the dinner table. My mood hadn’t been much better, I remembered with a grimace.

“You’re hers to defend,” Richard said, grinning at me. “Just ask Nicole when you see her, if you don’t believe me. Ladies guard what is theirs, and if you’re wise, you won’t get in their way while they’re doing it.”

“So, let me get this straight.” Pointing at my brother, I leaned forward, smiling. “My little brother, who has been fawning over Vicky, is now her mate as a result?”

Our family was going to have collective seizure when they found out, and I looked forward to beating sense into all of them if they even thought of trying to interfere with my twin’s new relationship. I couldn’t help myself. Letting my smile widen to a grin, I said, “Copycat.”

“You’re too relaxed about this,” my twin grumbled.

“Have you looked at them? They’re gorgeous, both of them. Of course, Evelyn’s prettier, but you didn’t do bad yourself.”

“You’re a pig,” Zachary said, bearing two cups of coffee. He handed me one, shaking his head as he chuckled.

I feigned innocence. “Me?”

“He’s a terrible, horrible, and unforgivable pig, holding doors open for ladies, displaying proper protective instincts, and caring for those he views as his. Absolutely unforgivable.” Evelyn emerged from the bathroom dressed in a spaghetti-strap shirt and a pair of tight jeans. She toweled at her hair. “However, Vicky is prettier.”

“Absolutely not,” I blurted.

When she laughed, I flushed.

“Well, it’s true enough that this does cause some problems, although I think I can solve a few of them now. If I bring Vicky into my pack, it’ll offer you some protections. She’s unaffiliated, correct? I hold the Inquisition’s finances, and you being in a relationship with one of my bitches would give them a reason to back off—a billion reasons, really. That’s a lot of power.” Richard joined me on the couch, claiming the spot between Zachary and I, leaving Evelyn to perch on the arm. “While Jackson will give me headaches, you’re not nearly as dominant as he is. Vicky’s aggressive enough, but I’ve been Alpha a long time, and Nicole is easily her equal. Bringing her in won’t hurt the pack’s dynamic. If you can’t change the rules, I can twist their arm to protect you.”

“She won’t accept it,” my brother replied, and the bitterness in his voice surprised me.

Evelyn crossed her legs, resting her clasped hands on her knee. “Leave that to me. Sure, Vicky’s a rogue, but I’m sure she’ll listen to reason.”

“You?” Richard growled, and I didn’t like the way he frowned at Evelyn. Tensing, I watched him, feeling the rumble of a wordless growl building in my chest.

Leaning over, Evelyn kissed my cheek. “Yes, me. Is there a problem? We’ll be sisters, after all. Anyway, I’m older than both of you.” The challenge in her tone made me want to get between the two Fenerec. I shifted my weight, unable to tear my gaze from Richard.

“And I take it you know how old she is?” Richard countered.

“Sure, she’s Queen Victoria’s little girl. I knew her mother quite well. Ah, you were aware, yes?” Evelyn flushed, running her hands through her hair only to snag her fingers in a knot she had somehow created in the shower. I reached up and freed her before going to work once more untangling her hair.

“I knew,” my brother admitted.

Richard grumbled something before nodding. “Fine. I’ll leave Vicky to you. I can bring you both into the pack at the same time, once we’re in Yellowknife.”

“Thank you. So you’re aware, I prefer a more submissive role in a pack. Relax, Jackson. He’s not going to do anything.”

I couldn’t force myself to look away from the Alpha, sitting rigid as I watched him regard Evelyn with a faint smile.

When he spoke, there was laughter in his voice. “There’s absolutely nothing submissive about you at all. You’re both going to give me headaches.”

Evelyn covered my eyes with her hands, nipping my ear. Trying to duck my head away did me no good; she tightened her hold and sank her teeth into the side of my neck. “Behave.”

“Where’s Alex, anyway?” Zachary asked. “He’s usually your shadow.”

“Probably lazing in bed,” Richard replied, relaxing into the couch and kicking his feet up onto the coffee table. I freed myself from Evelyn’s grip and her teeth, elbowing her gently in the side.

She poked me in the ribs, managing to tickle me in the process. Batting away her hands, I scooted closer to Richard, where I might be safe from her advances. She laughed.

After taking a sip of his coffee, Zachary said, “It’s a Fenerec thing, isn’t it? You all like sleeping in given a chance. I’m astonished you’re up so early, Richard.”

“My wife’s fault. She called, wanting to make certain I was still among the living. I think it’s a twins thing. Please tell me you aren’t a twin, Evelyn. Two sets is more than enough. Once Nicole finds out, she’ll never let it go.”

“Don’t worry. I’m guaranteed unique, as I am an only child.”

“It’s almost a shame you aren’t Vicky’s sister. That’d make it perfect. A pity.”

My twin watched me with narrowed eyes. “You aren’t at all bothered by the fact she’s old enough to be our grandmother?”

I turned to look at Evelyn. “Are you my grandmother, my great grandmother, or any form of distant grandmother?” It was impossible, I knew; the Anderson line had more than six hundred years of proud, Normal heritage, without a single witch or Fenerec tainting the bloodline.

“Absolutely not,” she snapped. “That’s so rude.”

I leveled a glare at my brother. “I am not bothered. Are you?”

A puzzled frown marred his expression. “Huh. I guess I’m not.”

“What’s the problem, then?”

“No problem,” he replied, holding his hands up in surrender.

Richard sucked in a breath, looking between us with wide eyes. “How old are you two?”

“Thirty-two,” we chorused.

I shook my head. “You should know how old I am, Richard!”

“Quiet, you. Are you aware you don’t look a day over twenty-one?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

Zachary burst out laughing. “You’re being generous, Richard. They don’t look a day over eighteen. Trust me on this one, I know. I met them when they were freshly minted adults. They’re blessed with eternally good looks, curse them both.”

“Don’t throw stones, Richard. You’re no different, nor is your wizard wife.”

“We’re Fenerec. We don’t age. You’re a witch, you do. Are you—wait, only one of you is a witch. That doesn’t make sense. A witch can use a glamour to look young, but only you could do that, Dante.” He stood, prowled to my brother, and took a deep breath. When he returned to me, he sniffed at me, his eyes narrowed and were rimmed in yellow. “And yes, I had a rough idea. I just didn’t think anything of it because I’ve known you since before you turned into a giant.”

I placed my palm on his forehead and pushed him away. “Keep your nose to yourself. No, I can’t do a glamour, if you must know. What’s your problem?”

“I’m confused,” he admitted.

“Well, that’s two of us.” He leaned closer to me, and I finally relented, letting him sniff at me, muttering a few curses under my breath. “That’s creepy, stop that.”

“Stalled aging is a Fenerec trait,” he said.

“So I’ve been told. We are not Fenerec, and I am the only witch.”

Richard sank back down on the couch, staring at me. “This is going to drive me insane.”

“Well, that’s a short trip for you,” I grumbled.

Richard snorted and replied, “You’re not funny.”

Zachary drained his coffee and stood. “All right. I think it’s time we broke this party up. We should give the lovebirds a chance to have some peace and quiet, something neither one has had since boarding. I have work to do. We’re still on tidal wave watch, since there’s been aftershock activity on the ridge all night long. I’m not expecting anything, but why take chances? If you’re hungry, Boss, give Max a ring. He’s your gopher for today. Also, Brandon asked me to tell you that he wants to see you sometime today about something.”

I sighed. “Down in his pitiable excuse for an office?”

“Yes.”

Wrinkling my nose at the thought of having to face the cargo bay again, I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

Zachary laughed. “You’ll have your very own army composed of at least two bodyguards and a Fenerec. You’ll be fine.”

I recognized the inevitable when I saw it, so I surrendered with a long-suffering sigh, exaggerated for Zachary’s benefit. “I suppose if I must.”

“You must. Sometime today. That means before midnight, Boss. Now, as for the rest of you—out! Give him a chance to get a shower and dressed… or not.” When Zachary waggled his eyebrows at me, I glowered at him.

It didn’t take long for Zachary to herd everyone out of the room. Groaning my relief at their departure, I stretched my legs and propped my feet on the coffee table. “That was interesting.”

“It was,” she agreed, sliding down onto my lap to nibble on my ear. “Mine.”

“I seem to recall agreeing to something of that nature,” I replied, leaning my head back and closing my eyes.

“You needed to hear it again.”

I couldn’t argue with her on that score. Certain I would never tire of her staking her claim, I accepted defeat with a murmur of agreement.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, snuggling close to me.

“I’ve been better.”

She rested her chin on my shoulder. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I felt like I was standing on the edge of a precipice. With a single misstep, I’d fall, likely ending up at the bottom of a ravine as a smear on the ground. With Suzanne, I never would have considered talking about it. I hadn’t wanted to burden her.

Then again, Suzanne hadn’t been one to ask me such a question, and that made all of the difference in the world to me.

Evelyn wanted to know, and for that reason alone, I replied, “Want to? No. Should I? Probably.”

“I’m listening.”

It took me several long minutes to work up the courage to fetch the laptop, open it up, and show Evelyn my daughter’s birth certificate. For the second time in my life, I told someone the truth about my witchcraft, sharing with her how I carried the names of the dead with me, and what I had learned of Suzanne’s betrayal.

I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that I remembered what it felt like to die.


Chapter Twelve







I wasn’t sure what to expect from Evelyn, but her slow burning rage wasn’t it.

The way she paced with her jade eyes glinting with gold was an echo of my turbulent feelings, which I contained behind a stoic mask. While she prowled the stateroom, I sat still and quiet, wondering what I would do next. I knew what I wanted, but revenge wasn’t something I’d actively pursued before.

Before I could do anything, I needed to find out who was responsible for my little girl’s death.

“Someone murdered your baby girl,” Evelyn snarled, whirling to face me. Her knuckles turned white as she clenched her hands into fists. “When I find them…”

The promise of violence in Evelyn’s voice drew a wince out of me. If the Fenerec got a hold of Jacqueline’s killer, I doubted there would be much left of them. I wanted to help, which didn’t make matters easier on me.

“I have to find them first,” I replied, careful to keep my voice quiet and my tone even. With Evelyn’s temper volatile enough for the both of us, the last thing I needed was to set her off even more.

Narrowing her eyes, she regarded me as she did the rabbits on television, calculating my every move. “You?”

“Me,” I confirmed, meeting her gaze. “They were after me. That woman had the stone, and it seems obvious to me that she wanted me alive. I need to know what she was doing with that stone and how Suzanne was involved.”

Evelyn slid her way over the arm of the couch onto my lap, prodding my collarbone with a finger. “And that’s the exact reason I will find out the truth. They want you, not me. They aren’t touching you. Never again, Jackson. Never,” she hissed, grabbing hold of my shirt. Her face reddened, and she stared at me in defiance, tense as she waited for me to reply.

I took hold of her hands, prying her off of my shirt. Pulling her close, I rested my cheek against her hair, drawing a deep breath so I could savor her cinnamon scent. “I have no intention of letting them try that again,” I promised. “Once was enough.”

She sighed, leaning against me. “Richard wants to fly us to Yellowknife.”

I grinned a little at the complaint in her tone. “That is where he lives. He’s a good pilot, so don’t worry.”

“I don’t fly.”

“Well, I’d certainly hope not. I like you just as you are. Wings would make certain things more difficult,” I replied, proving my point by running my hand through her hair and trailing a finger down her spine. She squirmed, giggling as I stroked her sides.

“Stop that,” she protested. Instead of obeying, I worked my hand under her shirt, running my fingertips in circles along her lower back and ribs. She squealed, batting at my arms. Her back arched as I found a particularly ticklish spot on her side. “Jackson!” she shrieked, scrambling across the couch in her effort to escape.

“See? It’d be much more difficult to do that if you had wings, so I’m very appreciative that you don’t fly.”

“I’ve never been on a plane before.”

“Really?”

She settled at the other end of the couch, hugging her legs.

“Well, I’m a pilot as well. Between Richard and I, you’ll be safe. Is it because Vicky will be with us?”

Evelyn shook her head. “No, she knows you belong to me.”

Unable to resist the urge, I reached over and stroked my finger along the bottom of her foot. She squealed again, falling off the couch in her haste to escape. Laughing, I leaned over to peer down at her. “I’m pretty sure you belong to me,” I replied.

Evelyn pouted, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m the hunter. You’re the prey.”

“A rabbit with powerful legs can escape even the most tenacious wolf,” I countered, smirking at her.

“Rabbits,” she hissed.

Reaching down, I took hold of her hand and nipped one of her fingers. “This rabbit has teeth.”

“I bite harder.”

I laughed. “You also cheat.”

“I do.” Shuffling across the carpet, she leaned against the couch next to me. “I’m still angry.”

Leaning over, I ran my fingers through her hair, loving the way the smooth, soft tresses flowed through my hands. “Why?”

“I saw the video.”

“This is when the rabbit makes a run for it,” I muttered, wondering if I could escape her before she got a hold of me. I doubted it, so I surrendered with a sigh. “That was not one of my better moments.”

“No, no it was not. You didn’t even fight her.”

“I don’t like hitting women,” I reminded her, despite knowing it was probably one of the worst things I could say in my defense.

“She could have killed you.” Evelyn leaned against me, resting her head against my knee. “I’m so mad.”

“Then it is a very good thing you hit her enough for the both of us. Thank you for that, by the way. She wasn’t a very nice lady.”

“I still think you should have hit her.”

“Give me a little credit, Evelyn,” I begged. While I couldn’t bring myself to say it, I had taken some offense with the woman, though I hadn’t liked doing it.

Evelyn scowled. “Very well. You get a passing grade for your clever use of hand sanitizer.”

“How about this: I’ll leave the hitting of women to you if you leave the hitting of men to me.”

Twisting around, Evelyn crawled her way up onto my lap, poking my nose with a finger. “That’s so sexist.”

I widened my eyes in my effort to feign innocence. “Women make up approximately half of the population. It’s an equal distribution of labor.”

Laughing, Evelyn flicked my ear. I ducked my head to the side, sucking in a breath as she took advantage of the opportunity to nip my neck. “It’s a sexist distribution of labor,” she murmured.

“Would you rather me hit on women instead?” I teased.

My comment earned me a harder bite, which sent a shiver running through me. “Absolutely not!”

I wrapped my arms around her. “Then it’s settled. I’ll hit the men, you’ll hit the women.”

“But what if I want to hit a man?” she complained in a whine.

Faking a sigh, I made a show of considering her question. “I suppose it would depend on why you’re hitting him,” I conceded.

“If he hurts you, I’m hitting him.”

I laughed. “I could always hit him myself.”

“That isn’t as satisfying.”

“Come on, Evelyn. I view it as a chance to give my fellow man a chance to preserve his pride. You, of course, would win without question.”

She snuggled against me, trailing her fingers down my throat.

“Stop that,” I murmured, squirming in pleasure at her gentle touch.

She didn’t listen, chuckling softly as she worked her way down to my shoulder. “Why don’t I hit them all? I’d be content with that. I’m a Fenerec. I’m more durable than you, my delicate witch.”

I closed my eyes, savoring the feel of her hands. “You may be more durable, but you’re also far prettier. I wouldn’t want so much as a single scratch on you,” I replied, my voice husky from my growing desire.

“I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to say something about flattery getting you nowhere right now,” she countered.

“I can’t help it you’re beautiful,” I complained.

She traced the healing bruises around my throat. “You’ve been hurt enough as it is.”

“Well, I believe there’s a simple solution to that problem. We haven’t done nearly enough scientific testing on the theory of your kisses and their curative powers.” I pulled her close, once again slipping my hands beneath her shirt. “If you absolutely must hit men, I suppose I can’t stop you. That said, please be considerate of yourself. I don’t want you to be hurt either. I have it on good authority that being hurt is painful and entirely inconvenient.”

She made a contented noise. “I’ll hit them so hard they’re incapable of hitting me back.”

“I can live with this arrangement. I will also hope I never give you a reason to hit me,” I said, laughing at the thought of her cleaning my clock. If she did, I’d deserve it.

“Hit you, no. Hit on you, as often as possible,” she replied.

“Prove it,” I demanded.

She did.




~~*~~




I managed to delay heading to the cargo bay until after dinner, which was when Evelyn decided she had enough of my anxiety.

“We’re going,” she stated, holding out my jacket.

I looked up from my laptop, sighed, and closed the lid. “I could think of something better we could do.”

“I’m sure you could.” Shaking the jacket at me, she tapped her foot. “Maybe after, if you’re good.”

“How about before and after?”

Laughing, she threw the jacket at me. It landed on my head. “No. Put your jacket on. Don’t forget your tie.”

After shrugging my way into my jacket, I went on a hunt for a tie that wasn’t wrinkled. “I need more ties,” I complained, tossing aside several that had fallen victim to Evelyn’s enthusiasm in one way or another.

“We only used a few of them,” she countered, smirking at me. “Try the bag. There’s also a scarf that should match your suit in there.”

Grumbling at the thought of wearing a scarf to hide the bruises circling my throat, I dug through the bag, finding a red and silver striped tie and a dark red scarf to go with it. As I finished dressing, Evelyn prowled around the stateroom, tidying the rooms.

“I don’t know why this is bothering you so much,” she admitted, hanging up one of my other jackets in the closet. “There won’t be any problems.”

While she had accepted my witchcraft with a smile, I hadn’t worked up enough courage to talk about Scarlett’s death, which I still remembered despite the interference of the ghosts. They couldn’t strip away the memories from me, although they numbed me—mostly. The spot of warmth in my chest served as a constant reminder of what I had lost.

Until I found out why Scarlett had been carrying the stone entrapping my little girl’s soul, I’d hold tight to the woman’s final moments. With time, Scarlett and Jacqueline would inevitably slip through my fingers, but I wouldn’t let them go easily.

“Jackson?” Evelyn touched my cheek, drawing me out of my thoughts.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Woolgathering.”

“What’s in the cargo bay that’s worrying you? Is it because of your witchcraft?”

“Elliot’s going to want to know the names of the dead,” I replied, wrinkling my nose.

Batting my hands away, Evelyn adjusted my tie to her liking before going to work on the scarf. “Does learning their names hurt you?”

I sighed. “It’s a bit complicated.”

“So explain it to me.”

Even before experiencing Scarlett’s death, learning the names of the dead was uncomfortable. It took years to forget the names I learned, and each time, I felt like flinching away in case I learned more than I wanted to know. I was afraid of enduring their deaths. “It can hurt,” I admitted, not certain how I could begin to explain the shock, the anguish, and the absolute finality of death.

“I’ll be with you.”

I smiled at her, wishing she could somehow protect me from my inconvenient and unwanted witchcraft. “You can keep me from cracking my head open, in the worst-case scenario.”

Her eyes widened. “You will not faint. That’s an order.”

Laughing at the absurdity of her impossible demand, I kissed her forehead. “I’ll try not to.”

“It happens? You really can faint because of it? Because of your witchcraft?”

“You saw it happen,” I reminded her. It had happened twice, but I wasn’t going to tell her I had witnessed her killing Scarlett.

“You mean because of that stone,” she grumbled.

“Yes.”

“Is there anything at all I can do to help?” She gave the scarf a final tug before smoothing my jacket over my shoulders.

“If I end up on the floor, just throw water on me until I get up,” I replied, considering what other little things she might be able to accomplish if I ended up as a heap on the ground. “Don’t let the security detail freak out too much. There aren’t many who know I’m not just a two-bit gemstone sensor.”

“You’ll never be a two-bit anything.”

“If you keep talking like that, we’ll never make it out of the room,” I informed her, stealing her habit of biting to nip at her neck. She made a sound that reminded me of a purring cat, which encouraged me to take another nibble.

I couldn’t imagine ever tiring of her, and the realization warmed me.

“So, all I have to do to get into your bed is compliment you?” With a throaty chuckle, she flicked my nose. “I’ll keep that in mind. Keep your clothes on, Jackson. Brandon’s been patient enough. You’ll survive until later, I assure you.”

I pouted at her. “It’s your fault, you know.”

“It must be so difficult being a man,” she replied with a dramatic sigh, pointing at the door. “March.”

Slipping my arms around her, I pulled her close and shifted my nips to her ear. “What if I don’t want to?”

“You poor deprived man. You’ll live, I promise. March, Jackson. That is, if you want to make it back to our room sometime tonight…”

“I still think we need to do more testing to find out how effective your kisses are at curing bruising.”

“Your bruises are mostly gone. You’re not using your sexual appeal to get out of going to the cargo bay.” She wiggled her way out of my grip, took hold of my hand, and pulled me towards the door.

“Says the woman who views her clothing as optional,” I complained, letting her drag me along in her wake.

“Only for you,” she teased, swaying her hips.

“That’s not making me want to leave, Evelyn.”

“I’m a terrible tease, I know. Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of you later.”

“Promise?”

She pulled me to her, patting my cheek lightly. “You’re a rabbit. We’re going.”

“Okay, okay. We’re going.”

Our departure was delayed by my security detail, who shared my reservations about the cargo bay. While Evelyn grumbled at the wasted time, Derek didn’t relent. After a few phone calls, Alex joined us outside of my stateroom.

“Paranoid,” the Canadian Fenerec muttered.

“Can you blame us, sir?” Derek asked, his expression as neutral as his tone.

“Two Fenerec is overkill, don’t you think?” Alex leaned against the wall beside me, shoving his hands into his pockets. “If anyone looks at him wrong, I promise you that his mate will rip them to pieces. He’s probably the safest person on board.”

“I was more thinking that you could stop her, sir. If anyone does try for him, I’d like them alive for questioning.” Derek’s smile was bloodthirsty. “We all have a few answers we’d like to peel out of them.”

I had a feeling that Derek was being literal, which sent a shiver running through me.

Evelyn growled. “I’ll question them for you.”

“Ah, the overprotective zeal of the newly mated. Don’t worry, Jackson. She’ll settle down in a few days.” Alex jabbed me with his elbow.

“I like her just as she is,” I replied, glowering at the Fenerec, shoving him back.

“Don’t even think about it, boys,” Evelyn warned. Alex stared at Evelyn with wide eyes, and I joined the Fenerec, kicking the side of his foot. He retaliated with another elbow jab.

There was something nice about having my desire to protect Evelyn echoed by her. There was something also very nice about teasing her, watching her eyes narrow and glint as I tested the boundaries of her patience. Maybe other men felt threatened, but I didn’t mind. I’d still strive to keep her safe. While I did so, I was confident that she would be doing the same.

Suzanne never had.

Determined not to let my dead wife’s memory sour my mood, I answered Alex’s jab by snaking my arm around his neck and pulling him down in a hold, grinding my knuckles into the top of his head. “I’m not thinking about it, are you?”

With a grunt, Alex ducked out of my grip, taking hold of my wrist and twisting my arm behind my back. “Thinking about it? No, not at all. I’m doing it,” he replied. “You’re hopeless.”

“As are you,” Richard said directly behind me.

The noise I made was something between a yelp and a squeak. Forgetting Alex had my wrist, I went to whirl around. His hold on me and my knee conspired against me. Before I could lose my balance completely, Alex grabbed me under the arms and shoved me aside.

Evelyn spat curses at the Alpha Fenerec.

“Puppies.” Richard chuckled. “I thought I’d come along to keep an eye on things.”

Derek’s face turned gray-green, and he slid his pistol back into his shoulder holster. “Would you please stop doing that?” he begged.

“When you catch me before I startle you, I’ll stop,” the Fenerec promised. “I’m not the only one on board who can do that. Alex, you should know better.”

Shaking out my wrist, I fought to catch my breath before muttering, “You’re not funny, Richard.”

There was a feral edge to his grin. “If you don’t feel safe with three Fenerec protecting you, you have more issues than I can solve.”

“I’m more worried about the three Fenerec,” I countered, stabbing his collarbone with my finger. “Two severe cases of testosterone poisoning is a serious reason for concern.”

Evelyn fixed her glare on me. “What about me?”

Turning to her, I captured her hand in mine, nipping her fingertips. “You are by far the most lovely and dangerous creature on board this ship.”

“Two wolves, one chauvinistic male pig, and a lovely lady walk into a bar,” my brother said, joining us. “It’s the start of a very bad joke.”

I squeezed Evelyn’s hand before letting her go. “Two wolves, a pig, an impossibly gorgeous lady, and a talking raccoon,” I corrected. “Do you need a split lip to go with your black eyes?”

My twin grimaced. “No, thank you.”

“I like the pig,” Evelyn stated, linking her arm with mine. “I also like bacon.”

“First, I was a rabbit. Now I’m a pig. Can’t I be something a little more impressive? How about a lion or a tiger?”

“Don’t want to be the big, bad wolf?” she teased.

I pointed at Richard and Alex. “Those two are the wolves. A little variety, please,” I teased. “And anyway, I’ve been told many times I already suffer from excessive levels of testosterone poisoning. I don’t think we need to make it worse.” Most of the accusations leveled at me had been by Suzanne, usually before I went to take my car out for a spin. She hadn’t liked my car one bit, which had resulted in my selling it to keep the peace.

I missed it; like my trashed watch, the 1971 Jaguar E-Type V12 had been a gift from my father, left in my driveway as a teen with a note and the keys.

Evelyn scowled at me, pulling on my arm. “You hardly have testosterone poisoning.”

“You may change your mind once you meet his mistress,” my brother warned.

I winced. Mistress had been Suzanne’s name for the Jag, which she only had pulled out when particularly upset over one of my longer drives.

“Mistress?” Evelyn’s eyes widened in surprise. “Him? Have a mistress? I don’t believe it.”

My brother’s smile was predatory. “She’s a 1971 Jaguar—a horrific shade of green, if you must know.”

I sighed. “I sold the Jag years ago, Elliot.”

“I know. Richard snitched on you. Your wife couldn’t handle your love for it, or so I hear.”

“Could we not discuss this?” I begged in a strained voice, glaring at Richard, who shrugged.

“I will not discuss this with you, then,” my brother snapped, turning to the Fenerec. “Evelyn, it’s in my garage gathering dust. Please do something about it—and him, while you’re at it. He loved that car.”

I tensed, staring at my brother. For a long moment, I couldn’t speak. “That’s not even possible. I sold it to someone in Chattahoochee. Some businessman wanted to give it to his son as a gift.”

“You sold your car because of Suzanne?”

I recoiled at the anger in Evelyn’s voice. Before I could escape, she tightened her grip on my arm. I felt the blood drain from my face as I tried to think of some way to explain myself. Floundering, I gawked at her.

Tugging on my arm again, she waited in expectant silence.

“He’s not used to someone yelling at him for the right reasons,” my brother added with a smug grin.

I drew a deep breath, sighed, and said, “Yes, I sold the Jag because Suzanne hated it.”

“He also quit drinking, smoking, as well as anything that might have even resembled a vice,” my brother reported.

In that moment, I understood what a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car felt like. Impact was imminent, and I had no idea how to escape or if a strategic retreat was even possible.

“I have it on good authority that he’s a gentleman when drunk, if you must know,” Evelyn said, loosening her grip on me. When I tried to pull free, she dug her fingers into my forearm. “So, you were saying something about this mistress being in your garage, Elliot?”

“Indeed. That businessman happens to be one of my employees. I asked him and his kid for a favor. They were happy to play along, especially since the kid got to drive the Jag for a week before delivering it. Thus, the mistress is safe and sound, taking up valuable space in my garage, as she has been for the past six or so years.” My twin crossed his arms, arching a brow at me. “I’ll consider selling it for a reasonable price.”

Evelyn abandoned me for my brother, bracing her hands on her hips. “How much?”

“You have a perfectly good sports bike,” I muttered.

“I didn’t ask you, Jackson,” Evelyn hissed.

My brother cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll have to think about the price, Miss Evelyn. What are you willing to pay?”

I went to say something, only to have Richard clap his hand over my mouth, pulling me back against him. “Wise wolves remain quiet when their mates are upset.”

Stomping her foot, Evelyn replied, “What do you want for it?”

“It depends on if you’re willing to agree to a few conditions,” my brother replied.

I tried to say something, but Richard’s hold on me tightened and he shifted his hand to pinch my nose closed. “Quiet,” he ordered.

He didn’t let me breathe until I nodded my agreement.

My brother’s expression was as serious as I’d ever seen him, and he stared down Evelyn without any sign of backing down. “He got that car when he was thirteen—before he could even drive. It didn’t run. It took him two years before he could get the engine started. He spent his free time rebuilding that beauty of a mistress, right up until Suzanne had enough of it and gave him an ultimatum. If you tell him he can’t have his mistress, he’ll sell her. If you tell him he can’t smoke, he’ll quit. That’s the kind of man he is. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”

To my shock and dismay, Evelyn lowered her eyes before turning to face me. “You let her do that to you?”

When my brother reached out, placed his fingers under Evelyn’s chin, and pulled her around to face him, I was so tense I was ready to jump out of my skin. I fought Richard’s hold on me, but he kept me pinned.

“You’re talking to me, ma’am,” my twin said in a tone so cold that it chilled my blood. “Yes, he did all of those things. Richard was the one who informed me that he was selling his car. I won’t sit idle and watch someone ruin him again. Am I understood?”

“I understand.” Evelyn stared at the floor. I didn’t realize I was making a distressed noise in my throat until Richard pinched my nose again. “How much for the car?”

“I’m not charging either one of you for it. Just make sure he keeps his mistress in his garage where she belongs.” My twin relaxed, exhaling long and slow. “Please be careful with him.”

“Is all of that true, Richard?” she asked.

Richard eased his hold on me and let me catch my breath. “It’s true,” he admitted. “The Jag was a gift from his father—a classic junker, perfect for a kid with a little too much time on his hands. I helped pick it out, and I may have made some arrangements for its delivery, seeing that the engine was dead at the time.” Letting go of me, Richard gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Since we’re discussing this anyway, I only have one thing left to say: Jackson, I’m going to make your eyes a match of your brother’s for even thinking of selling it.”

Evelyn straightened and snarled, “You will do no such thing.”

Holding his hands up in surrender, Richard took a single step back. “He’s off the hook for the moment.”

I shook my head. “No, Evelyn. I deserve it.”

Evelyn closed the distance between us, standing on her toes to look me in the eye. “You do not.” She stabbed my chest with a finger, hard enough I sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. “You absolutely do not.”

With a faint smile, I kissed her on the tip of her nose. “He’s a man, so I get to hit him,” I declared.

“That’s cheating!” she wailed.

“You snoozed, sweetheart,” I replied. “That means you lose. Unfortunately for me, that also means I’ll end up with a pair of black eyes.”

“That’s not fair.”

Richard chuckled. “He’s safe for the moment, Evelyn. Don’t worry. I prefer my opponents in good health before I beat the snot out of them. Let’s get down below before the other guests report us as troublemakers.”

“Good idea,” I muttered. Facing the cargo bay was a far kinder fate than giving Elliot, Richard, and Evelyn a chance to join forces, even if their scheming meant I got to have my Jaguar back.


Chapter Thirteen







I regarded the doubled doors leading into the cargo bay with apprehension and disdain.

“Maybe we should blindfold you,” my brother suggested.

Glaring at him, I considered whether or not it was worth adding to his raccoon mask of bruises. “I’ll be fine.”

“Liar,” the three Fenerec chorused.

Evelyn slipped her hand into mine and squeezed.

“I won’t like it, but I’ll be fine,” I snapped.

“Don’t mind him,” my twin said, punching in the code to open the doors. “Earth witch sensors and dead bodies don’t get along very well. We already removed the corpses and cleaned everything up.”

“Your lead, Anderson,” Richard said, shoving open one of the doors. “You know more about his issues than I do. That said, let’s leave him alone. We’ve had enough entertainment at his expense today. We can resume picking on him tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Richard,” I muttered, shaking my head. “It’s not my fault I’m a sensor.”

I led the way to Brandon’s office, wincing when I reached the bottom of the stairs. Blood caked on the grated metal was the only evidence remaining of a man’s death. A flash of pain in his neck was all he had felt to my relief and dismay. I caught a glimpse of the Fenerec responsible, who wasn’t much smaller than Evelyn, reminding me of an oversized German shepherd. It had taken the wolf a single bite to break Michael’s neck. I stepped over the spot, shivering.

Brandon’s office contained two more death imprints, also victims of snapped necks. Neither had seen their killer.

“Looking better, Boss,” Brandon said, rising from his chair to circle his desk. He clasped my hand in a firm grip. “Nice army you have there.”

“Want a few of them?” I asked, avoiding the chairs in favor of leaning against the wall. “So, you have succeeded in luring me down here. What can I do for you?”

“I got to thinking about what happened, so I decided to have a look at the inventory from the cargo we picked up on Monday. I found a few interesting things I thought you’d want to have a look at,” he replied, returning to his desk and pulling out a jewelry box from one of his drawers. It was the kind typically reserved for rings. He opened it and set it on his desk.

A red gemstone sat on white velvet, and it was burdened with the names of the dead. I backed up, bumping into Richard, unable to force myself to look away. The ghosts within it whispered to me, but when their chilly presence washed over me, my daughter’s warmth held them at bay.

“That’s an ugly stone,” I choked out.

Richard pulled me back, coming between the desk and me, breaking off my line of sight with the stone.

“That is not the reaction I was expecting,” Brandon said, his tone baffled.

“Shut the box,” Richard demanded.

“Keep your pants on,” Brandon muttered. I didn’t relax until I the box snapped shut. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve had a bad experience with red stones on board so far,” my twin said, scooping up the box. “I’ll take this for the time being.”

While I wanted to keep the Fenerec between the stone and me, I drew a deep breath, worked up every bit of courage I had, and stepped forward to snatch the box out of my brother’s hand. I shoved it in my pocket. “I’ll hold onto it for now.”

“Are you insane? You’re insane. That’s the only reason I can think of that you would want to be anywhere near that thing.” Elliot made a grab for my pocket, and I stepped back out of his reach.

“Probably. My cargo bay, my rock. Hands off, Elliot. I’ll explain later.” Until I could get my brother alone, I didn’t want to tell him about the deaths imprinted on the stone. With the box closed, I couldn’t feel anything from the stone at all. “What else did they have?”

“Nothing as interesting as that,” Brandon replied, picking up a sheet of paper and holding it out to me. Taking it, I read over it, listening as he said, “Most of it is medical research supplies—things to build a really nice, state-of-the-art lab. What do you want me to do with it?”

Making a thoughtful noise, I gave my brother the paper. “What do you think?”

“I think you’ve lost your mind.” Sighing, he looked over the sheet. “I also think that someone spent a great deal of cash on this equipment. How much were you paid to haul this?”

Brandon snorted. “None of your business, Your Eminence.”

“Humor him,” I ordered, taking the page back. “I’d ballpark this at least several million in equipment, and that’s probably an underestimate. There’s equipment on this list I can’t even pronounce,” I grumbled, stabbing at the sheet with my finger. “That automatically makes them more expensive.”

“A slick five hundred thousand,” Brandon replied, pulling out a slender binder and offering it to me. Tucking the inventory sheet under my arm, I took the bind and opened it. It contained a itemized list of more medical equipment. “Their insurance claim on it sits in at ten point three million for the entire load.”

“How handy are you with a screwdriver, Brandon?” I asked, flipping through the sheets as I looked over the list.

“What do you have in mind, Boss?”

“Deliver it to the hire as planned, but let’s add some extras, on the house. Load it up with bugs and get some tracers mixed in. Bury the stuff in deep, but please don’t break any of it. If I bleed out ten million, I’m taking it out of your hide,” I replied, snapping the binder closed and tossing it back to him.

“They’re not insured with us, Boss—there was no way in hell I was signing off on a ten million job without clearing it through you first.”

I feigned shocked, widening my eyes and clapping a hand to my chest. “I’m amazed, Brandon. Absolutely amazed. Have you finally learned?”

“Who taught him sarcasm?” Brandon complained. “He wasn’t like this last week. When I find out who did it, I’m kicking their ass. He was bad enough before.”

“I think it’s cute,” Evelyn said, worming her way under my arm.

Pleased at her approval, I leaned against her. “Listen to her.”

“Get a room,” Brandon muttered. “So, bug and trace the cargo. Anything else you want, Boss?”

“If you can dig out more on who hired us for the load without drawing attention to yourself doing it, do so,” I ordered.

The red stone in my pocket was all the proof I needed that there was a solid connection between the equipment and my daughter’s death. If they were also connected to the killers of the Inquisitors in Oconee National Park, I wouldn’t be surprised. There was a very thin line between coincidence and connection.

All I cared about was the identity of those responsible for the pair of gems. The rest of their crimes were a secondary concern.

“Consider it done, Boss.”

“Anything else you need from me?”

“What do you want me to do with the stuff if they don’t pick it up?”

I grumbled at the thought of my quarry escaping me before I could get solid information on who they were and what they wanted with me. “Want it, Elliot?”

“What am I going to do with ten million worth of medical research equipment?” my twin asked.

“I don’t know. Sell it? Set up a new lab? I’m sure you can think of something.”

“You’re the black market crook. You sell it.”

Huffing at him, I shook my head. “I am not a crook, thank you very much.”

“The boss is right. Crooks are low-life peddlers. He’s first class,” Brandon said, pointing at my brother. “Have some respect. He’s a very wealthy crook.”

“Not helping, Brandon,” I grumbled.

“Aw, don’t be a spoilsport, Boss.”

“Anything else?”

“That’s it. I just wanted to see how you were doing and force you to walk on that gimp leg of yours.”

Running my hand through my hair, I gestured at his office. “I think you need a real office. Send me your wish list. You’re one of my best, and you could use something a little classier than a shipping box.” I nudged one of the folding metal chairs with my toe. “You’re going to end up a cripple if you keep using these things.”

“Next week,” he replied in a tone that I translated to mean never.

“Do you like this box?” I demanded.

“There are many boxes, but this box is mine.”

My twin laughed. “You’re as bad as Vicky.”

“Oh?” I asked, turning my attention to my brother. He grinned at me.

“She has this ratty little apartment in Atlanta she goes to whenever she needs some space. It’s worse than this, but she refuses to get something better. I swear on my honor that I speak the truth. It’s complete with a cardboard box serving as a table. She said the same exact thing to me when I offered to acquire her a proper table.”

The disgust in my brother’s voice made me chuckle. “I had an apartment like that in college.”

“You have a house like that now,” he retorted, earning a glare from me.

“I do not have a cardboard box for a table.”

“Oh? Upgraded to a plastic card table?”

I flexed my hands, restraining my desire to wipe his smug expression off his face. After careful consideration of how much work it’d take to put him in his place, I said, “Oak.”

“He’s going to lose his temper if you keep it up, Anderson,” Richard warned, nudging me with his elbow. “Let’s not trash Brandon’s office. He needs it to work. No brotherly brawling.”

My brother’s grin widened. “I know. It’s my sacred duty to nettle him whenever possible. And anyway, with the way he’s limping around, he couldn’t catch me if he wanted to.”

The trash talk and banter reminded me of when we had been little, before my witchcraft had manifested. Did my brother also long for the days before life—and our parents—had torn us apart? Despite bristling at his challenge, I relaxed, curling my arm around Evelyn’s waist. If he wanted to play games, I’d show him I was his match regardless of my sore knee. “I’m going to count to a hundred, Elliot. May someone have pity on your soul should I catch you, for I won’t.”

Bursting out in laughter, my brother pushed by me, elbowing me in the stomach as he did so. “You’re such a child.”

“Says the one making a run for it,” I called out after him. Richard and Alex choked on their laughter, and I pointed at the door. “I’m counting now.”

Evelyn squirmed in her attempts to pull free of me, giggling. “Let me go.”

“Go, Brandon,” I ordered, securing my grip on Evelyn by hugging her tightly.

Heaving a sigh, Brandon circled his desk and headed out into the cargo bay. “You’re terrible, Boss.”

“I know,” I replied, waiting for them to disappear into the cargo bay before stealing several kisses from my Fenerec. I sent her off with a playful pinch before settling in to count to a hundred. If running around in the cargo bay didn’t give me a chance to prove there weren’t any more unwanted surprises laying in wait for me, nothing would. At least this way, I would be able to explore the entire place and memorize the name of the dead without anyone seeing my reactions to those who had died to the Inquisition and the Fenerec.




~~*~~




The next time I even dreamed of playing games with Fenerec, I hoped someone would stop and talk sense into me. After several hours of stalking through the cargo bay, I managed to catch two of my security detail by surprise. It hadn’t taken them very long to relegate me back to seeker duty. At least my plan to explore the ship worked to a certain degree. I doubted I could find my way back to Brandon’s office, but I had managed to learn the names of all of those who had died.

While their final moments were brutal, their deaths didn’t hurt me.

Fenerec didn’t play with their prey, and the knowledge put me at ease. If one of them did turn on me, they wouldn’t leave me alive for long. When I got a hold of my daughter’s murderers, I wondered if I would be capable of such clean and efficient executions. I wanted to make everyone responsible for Jacqueline’s death suffer for a long, long time, which bothered me even more than experiencing the final moments of those who had invaded the Wave Dream.

I forced my thoughts to the game, easing my way through a narrow gap between plastic-wrapped pallets. The knowledge I was woefully outclassed—even before I considered my sore knee—agitated me. My work didn’t require physical fitness, although I did make a point of hitting the gym every few days to keep in shape. When I wasn’t lame, I ran a decent mile. I’d never match an Olympian, but I wasn’t a slacker either.

The Fenerec and my security detail put me to shame, and the fact my twin even managed to elude me was the insult added to my injured pride. Stopping to listen didn’t help; the others were either far away or far stealthier than anyone had any right to be.

“They’re ninjas,” I mumbled, peeking around a corner.

I froze when I saw Richard and Alex huddled near a pile of crates, whispering to each other. Richard’s back was to me, and Alex met my gaze for a brief moment before focusing his attention on his brother.

There was a trick to moving quietly on grated metal floors, and it involved slow movements, careful lifting of the feet, and a great deal of patience. Luck was with me; the plates didn’t creak or groan beneath my weight as I moved into position behind Richard. I was so focused on the Alpha Fenerec I didn’t catch what Alex was whispering about.

There was something viscerally satisfying about jabbing a Fenerec in the ribs from behind. With a startled yelp, Richard whirled and dropped into a crouch. Wolf-yellow eyes bore into me, and a snarl burst out of him.

A shiver ran through me, accompanied by a giddying surge of satisfaction and adrenaline. I answered his growls with a grin. “You’re it, Richard.” I saluted Alex. “Thanks, Alex.”

“Anytime, Jackson. Now, could you please lower your eyes? You’re going to get yourself killed if you keep challenging him like that.” Alex grabbed the back of Richard’s neck and squeezed. “Richard.”

Part of me recognized the wisdom in Alex’s advice, but I discarded it all the same. The round belonged to me, and I wasn’t letting go of my victory so easily.

Richard growled, the deep sound rumbling in his chest. “I could have hurt you.”

Ignoring the ache in my knee, I dropped into a crouch in front of my friend and business partner, resting my elbows on my knees. “You know, my brother keeps warning me about the volatile nature of Fenerec, but I have a theory. While you wolves can be violent, I’ve yet to see one turn on those they view as friends, partners, or pack. I’m not afraid of Evelyn, and I’m certainly not afraid of you.”

To prove my point, I reached out, grabbed Richard’s ear, and twisted. He hissed, tilting his head to the side. “Stop that,” he snarled.

“Jesus Christ, Jackson. Are you insane?” Alex hissed.

I let Richard go. “The next person to warn me about dangerous and uncivilized Fenerec is getting punched in the mouth. I’m tired of it.”

Richard rubbed his ear, shaking his head. “You’re going to cross the wrong Fenerec one of these days, Jackson, and they’re going to rip your arms out of their sockets and feed them to you. You’re too damned dominant for your own good. It’s going to get you killed one of these days.”

“We’re equals, Richard. That’s all.”

Both of the Fenerec stared at me as though I’d grown a second head. Alex sighed, relaxing his grip on his brother. “He’s right. One of these days, you really are going to cross the wrong Fenerec, and you’re going to learn just how right your brother is. You’re wrong about us being incapable of turning on friends, partners, or pack—even our children. It happens. When it does, it’s almost always lethal.”

“That’s my problem, isn’t it? If I backed down whenever some muscle-bound freak stood up to me, I’d never get any work done. If you think Richard’s bad with his posturing, I should introduce you to some of the folks I have to work with overseas. Their superiority complexes make you Fenerec look good in comparison.” I wrinkled my nose, wondering how much of a mess I’d have to untangle when all of my contacts learned I was still among the living. If word of my death spread too far, I’d be spending weeks sorting the mess out. “Maybe I should hire you Fenerec to browbeat some of my contacts when they figure out I’m not actually dead. I’ll pay good money to watch that.”

“Please never choose to become a Fenerec,” Richard said, standing and offering me his hand. He pulled me upright. “If you can work with Fenerec, you’ll be priceless as a witch.”

“Explain,” I ordered. “While I’m aware that some witches are able to help Fenerec in certain capacities, I was under the impression that the job typically fell to fire witches, which I am not.”

“It’s complicated,” Richard grumbled.

Alex sighed. “While it is complicated, it isn’t that difficult to understand. I’m not actually a witch, but I’m dominant enough to rein my brother in when he loses his temper—something that happens often enough. We’re not human, Jackson—we’ll never be human. Some of us have a harder time pretending to be human. We’re predators, pure and simple. Witches make it easier for us to play at being human. Dominant witches can help maintain the balance between wolf and man—or at least let us look a little more like a regular human. Submissive Fenerec can as well, but they’re far rarer. The type of person who typically chooses to become a Fenerec isn’t the type of person who likes bowing their head to anyone, and once they let the wolf in, those instincts are amplified.”

There was no point in denying the truth of Alex’s words; while amazing in every way, I could see the wildness in Evelyn, and the way she reacted to things. With her, instinct ruled before thought, and the honesty of her behavior made me want her all the more.

“I like Fenerec because they’re honest,” I said, shrugging. “Maybe that’s something people fear. I haven’t had a lot of exposure to Fenerec in person, but all of the ones I’ve met? What you see is what you get. I know when I’m being threatened—or they’re trying to threaten me. It’s not hard to tell if you’re being serious. If you wanted me dead, I’d be dead.”

“That’s a pretty simple way of looking at it,” Alex said, shaking his head. “It’s more complicated than that.”

“Is it?” I leaned against one of the crates, bending down to rub my knee. “Evelyn’s pretty straightforward, as were the Inquisition Fenerec. Richard’s the same.”

“That’s only because you’re too damned dominant for your own good,” Richard replied. “You didn’t hurt your knee, did you?”

“Just sore, it’ll be fine. I’m not limping nearly as bad as I was earlier,” I replied. After taking a few moments to think about it, I confessed, “I still have no idea what it means to be dominant.”

“It means you’re too stupid to look away, thus holding eye contact with a Fenerec, which is a form of challenge. Fenerec typically answer challenges with violence,” Alex grumbled.

“You may as well leave him alone about it, Alex. He’s not going to learn. That’s what makes him dominant. I should have known he’d be this way from all of the times we’ve spoken on the phone. Of course he’s dominant. He wouldn’t be able to browbeat me into his dirty work all of the time otherwise.”

“I don’t browbeat you, Richard. I just tell you what to do and expect you to do it.”

Richard chuckled. “So you do. You play the black market game almost as well as I play the financial game.”

“Almost as well? In your eye. I play my game better—that’s why you have so much money to work with,” I countered, pushing away from the crates to stretch my legs. “I’m pretty sure I’ve been through this entire place twice over by now. My knee hasn’t quit, and if there are any strays in here, they had plenty of chances to grab me.”

“We already checked it several times. If I thought there was anyone in here, I wouldn’t have let you wander off,” Richard replied, his words accompanied by the low rumble of a growl.

“I saw Zachary had the codes changed when we came in,” I commented.

Richard nodded. “He’s also got an order for a new lock system altogether—he’s installing it when we reach shore. He’s still pissed anyone got close to you in the first place. If he finds out who leaked the code for the doors and lost their key, heads are going to roll.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered, alarmed at the thought of there being a traitor on board the ship. There were ways to get copies of the keys; I had several in my house. I’d need to check and make certain they were where they belonged. “I’ll have to check my place. If they were after me and not my brother, it’s possible someone cracked my safe—especially if they did it sometime after Oconee.”

“I didn’t think to ask if anyone had been to your place. You got an alarm system?”

“I do, but someone with skill could get by it easily enough. That said, if someone did, I should have video of who did it. That’s the nice thing about my house; it’s small enough it wasn’t hard or expensive to install monitors.”

“Will all of the idiots in the cargo bay please report to Brandon’s office?” Zachary demanded over the intercom.

“I think he’s talking about you two,” Alex said.

“Impossible. We’re both far too smart,” I replied. “I don’t suppose you two know how to get to the office from here, do you?”

“Judging from that question alone, I’m pretty certain you’re one of the idiots.” Alex pointed behind me. “It’s that way, somewhere.”

“Judging from that answer alone, I’m pretty certain you’re also one of the idiots,” I replied.

It took us almost half an hour to find our way out of the maze. Zachary waited in the doorway of Brandon’s office, his arms crossed over his chest. “You shook your detail,” he accused.

I hadn’t even considered my security detail while hunting for the others in the cargo bay. I widened my eyes at my friend. “I didn’t shake them. I was actively hunting them down the entire time. They shook me.”

“It’s true. We got a little carried away,” Alex admitted. “You missed it. He frightened Richard.”

After a long moment of looking between Richard and me, Zachary replied, “You look alive. Richard doesn’t do scared. I’ve seen him. He has two modes of operation, and frightened isn’t one of them.”

“I solemnly swear on my honor that Richard yelped. He was definitely scared. At the very least, gloriously startled.” Alex clapped his brother’s shoulder. “It was fun.”

“Alex,” Richard growled.

With an unrepentant grin, Alex stepped out of his brother’s reach. “Nicole’s going to love you, Jackson. You’re going to keep Richard in line far better than I can.”

“Is it too late for me to change my mind about taking him with me to Yellowknife?”

“Yes, it is,” Zachary replied.

“We’re here, Zachary. What’s the problem?” I asked. A yawn slipped out of me before I could stop it.

“Brandon called. It’s almost five in the morning. Don’t any of you have any common sense or restraint? What were you doing, anyway?”

After exchanging looks with Richard and Alex, I said, “Elliot challenged me.”

“See?” Alex demanded, poking me in the collarbone. “You just had to go prove your dominance. Don’t blame your brother. Admit it, you wanted to do it as much as we did.”

“I’m confused,” Zachary admitted.

“Hide and seek,” Richard replied. “Jackson was the seeker for most of it, seeing as it’s shamefully easy to outrun him when he’s limping around like a cripple.”

I scowled, but decided it was wiser to keep my mouth shut. 

It didn’t save me from Zachary’s wrath. He turned on me and blurted, “Are you insane? Have you lost your fucking mind? Playing a hunting game with Fenerec? You’re going to die.”

“See? I keep trying to tell you,” Alex muttered.

“I don’t know what the big deal is. Look, I’m fine. I’m not even limping as bad as I was earlier today.”

With a rather unimpressed expression, Zachary replied, “You mean yesterday.”

“Even better, then. You all wanted me to exercise, now you’re complaining that I went and did what you wanted.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, grumbled a few curses under my breath, and attempted to change the conversation by asking, “Where’s Evelyn?”

A pair of arms slipped around my waist from behind, startling a gasp out of me. Evelyn murmured, “Here I am.” Her breath tickled my ear. “Did you have fun?”

I leaned against her, swallowing the lump out of my throat before replying, “I did. I caught Richard.”

“Hey! He had help. Without me, he would have noticed you,” Alex protested. “I noticed you.”

“Oh? You caught yourself a big bad wolf? Good hunters are rewarded for their efforts,” Evelyn murmured, pressing her lips to my neck.

“Please go to your room first,” Zachary complained, shaking his head. “Why were you playing hide and seek in the cargo bay, anyway? You could have done it up top if you wanted.”

“Privacy?” I improvised.

“Opportunity,” my brother corrected, emerging from between two shipping containers. “You didn’t catch me. I thought you said you could.”

“I caught Richard. He’s worth more points,” I replied. Another yawn worked its way out of me. “I’m ready for bed.”

“Are you now?” Evelyn whispered in my ear.

Zachary shook his head. “Is there even a point in going to bed now?”

“Think about it this way. We confirmed there were no stowaways in your cargo bay,” Richard said, stretching his arms over his head. “Sleep sounds good.”

“I could have told you there were no stragglers—and you know full well there aren’t any. You helped me check!” Zachary sighed.

Taking hold of Evelyn’s hands, I freed myself from her grip, turning so I could give her a gentle push towards the staircase. “I needed the exercise anyway.”

Brandon chuckled. “Lay off, Zach. He was perfectly safe the entire time. I only called you because I was tired of monitoring their play. I need sleep, too.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll lock up. All of you, out of my cargo bay! I guess I shouldn’t complain at you for enjoying the cruise, although I’d prefer if you did so in a more traditional fashion. So you’re aware, we’ll reach Prince Edward Island tomorrow night.”

Apprehension sucked away my good mood, and I tightened my hold on Evelyn. I had forgotten about landfall and the subsequent trip to Yellowknife. What would happen when we reached our final destination? Everything I knew was in Georgia, but I wasn’t going to leave Evelyn. I could relocate easily enough, but I had no idea what she wanted, and that bothered me most of all. My work didn’t matter; I could reach out to my contacts in Ottawa and make arrangements, but so long as Evelyn remained on the Inquisition’s kill list, she’d never be truly safe, even under Richard’s guard.

“Let’s go to bed,” I said, herding Evelyn out of the cargo bay.

I needed to get her cleared by the Inquisition as quickly as possible, even if it meant having to beat a pardon out of my brother. While I suspected Canada would cooperate, if only to take advantage of the increase of revenue my dealings would bring them, they had limits on what they would tolerate. The United States did as well, but neither country crossed the Inquisition lightly.

Supernatural killings weren’t taken lightly by either country and until she was cleared, she’d be at risk.

I drew a deep breath to calm my nerves. There’d be time enough for a trip to Ottawa. First, I needed to get Evelyn to Yellowknife. After that, I had plans to find who had killed my daughter and deal with them permanently. Once those two all-important tasks were completed, I would worry about staying on the right side of the law.




~~*~~




I spent the rest of the cruise cooped up in my stateroom with Evelyn, learning everything I could about the pair of blood-red stones. Within their depths were the names of almost two thousand dead, the vast majority of them older teenagers. My anger swelled as the hours ticked by. I delved deeper into the limited data I had from the Canadians. The Inquisition files on most of the victims were barren, leaving me with a frustrating tangle of tidbits.

Through it all, Evelyn watched with quiet interest, sitting on the couch beside me. When she ran her hand over my leg, I paused from my data mining to look at her. “What is it?”

“Is this your regular job?” she asked, pointing at the database I was populating with information.

While she seemed relaxed, I was aware of her tension and worry, which baffled me. I stared at her, trying to figure out what was concerning her. When I failed, I replied, “No, it’s not. Officially, I’m a consultant. Businesses and governments hire me to look over their setups and advise them on how to tighten their operations.”

“But you’re also a smuggler.”

“I am. There are several different types of smugglers in the world, Evelyn. I’m one of the good guys—so far as we go. I’m sanctioned; that means I play the game by the rules of several governments, running my operations right under their noses. They know I’m there, and they choose to ignore me. They’re paid a fee to look the other way. The consulting work is legitimate business, too. When I’m not helping them streamline their operations, I’m running operations. Sometimes they’re one and the same, especially when government work is involved. I keep my work clean, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Evelyn sighed and leaned against me, capturing my hand in hers so she could rub her thumbs against my palm. “What do you mean by clean?”

“I don’t work with terrorists, the mafia, drug rings, or anything deemed taboo. While I have sources in shadier areas, I can’t risk losing my sanctions. Canada is one of my best partners, and their tolerance for such things is pretty low. The United States is willing to turn a blind eye to a lot of things compared to Canada. Right now, if Canada wants something from the United States under the table, they hire me. I consult for them, usually cleaning up one of their smaller offices in the process, which gives me a cover so I can smuggle in what they need. It’s a good arrangement for everyone.”

“Why do it at all? Can’t they handle their own shipments? Isn’t smuggling dangerous?”

“I make the arrangements. People I work with or hire run the actual operations. They do what I tell them, and things usually run smoothly. Sometimes I do the actual transaction myself, but I have people like Zachary who do the heavy lifting. I’m the top of the chain, so I am the one they want to catch—if they find out I’m around. I try to avoid that. Anyway, it lets me help my brother, for one. For two, it’s a challenge, and I like it. I also work with Richard’s pack. I supply things he needs for his Fenerec. I started working with him when I was ten, doing the dirty work for my father and the Inquisition. They decided if I wasn’t going to be eliminated as an inconvenient liability, I needed to be a useful risk worth keeping around.”

The only time my father or mother had acknowledged my existence was when they needed me to run some operation or another for the Inquisition—or when they checked in to make sure I hadn’t outlived my usefulness. While my father had given me my watch and was behind the Jag, I considered them momentary lapses in my father’s judgment and common sense.

Evelyn frowned before lifting my hand to kiss my palm. “You don’t have a very good relationship with your family, do you?”

“I’d call that the understatement of the year, I’m afraid,” I replied.

Letting me go, she turned her attention to the laptop. “Can I help?”

I cocked my head to the side and watched her, thinking it over for a few minutes. I worked with a lot of people all around the world, far too much work for any one man. Zachary and Brandon helped a lot, but I didn’t have a right hand man or woman to help keep things running smoothly. All of the responsibility fell to me. After being unable to come up with a single legitimate reason to exclude Evelyn from my work, I replied, “Sure. I can start training you once we’re in Yellowknife. It’s something we’ll have to work at, to see just what you’re good at. I’ll have to make a few secure calls as well, if I want to bring you into the loop.”

“I’m good at a lot of things,” she murmured.

“There are a lot of things you’re good at,” I agreed, making a grab at her to pull her across my lap. With a giggle, she snuggled against me. “You’ll be good at this line of work. If I could find excuses to hire more Fenerec, I would. I’ve seen Richard play the game a few times, and he’s good at it. He loves it; says it’s a satisfying hunt when he wins. He makes it a point to win often. That’s why he handles the Inquisition’s finances. Since he holds their purse, I end up working together with him quite often.”

“You two are old friends.”

“Yeah, we are. I still remember the first time I talked to him on the phone. I didn’t understand why people seemed so afraid of him then, and I still don’t understand it now. He’s a great guy. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather have at my back,” I confessed.

“What about me?” Evelyn replied, pouting at me.

“I can think of a lot better places I’d rather have you,” I replied, kissing her forehead.

“Pervert.”

“With you, guilty as charged.”

She laughed. “It’s because you’re dominant, Jackson.”

“I’m not a Fenerec,” I reminded her. “And I hope it doesn’t disappoint you too much that I have no intentions of becoming one.”

Shaking her head, Evelyn replied, “That has nothing to do with it. You’re not afraid of him because you’re his equal. It’s established. You don’t have to prove anything to him, and he doesn’t have to prove anything to you. You don’t want his position, and he doesn’t want yours. You’re not a threat. If he needs to lower his eyes to you, he loses nothing.”

“We’re partners. That is how it works. There are times he sends me backpedaling.”

“That’s not how it works with Fenerec. We don’t enjoy that with many people. It’s always one contest or another. You’re outside of that. You’re like a rock or the ground. You’re something solid he—and I—can stand on. You’re also a witch. You embody stability. You’re dominant, but you can be trusted.”

“You, my dear, are supposed to rely on me for anything you need,” I pointed out.

“You’re not Richard’s mate,” she countered. “I’m right, and you’ll just have to accept that.”

Laughing at her brisk tone, I gave her a hug. “I’ll take your word for it.”

While I was used to getting what I wanted, I hadn’t put much thought into it. My job involved people doing what I told them. It kept them safe while working for me. They knew it, and they knew I did my best for anyone running an operation for me. It was the way I handled things. Her words did make me rethink my reactions to the Fenerec Inquisitors. I had assumed my standing with the team had been due to my being behind the wheel and driving fast enough to unnerve them. Did their claims of my dominance somehow factor into their behavior?

I didn’t feel very dominant, all things considered. If there had been any tests or challenges, I hadn’t noticed them.

When I told them of my intentions, they hadn’t questioned my authority, although they had been shocked at my ready defiance of my twin’s orders. Older brothers did that. I grinned, and unable to help myself, I asked, “Does that mean I can dominate you?”

She laughed. “Do I get a turn dominating you?”

“For some reason, I think I could live with that… somehow. It’ll be a burden,” I teased.

“Poor man, having to submit. I’ll make certain you survive the experience… somehow.”

“That sounds promising.”

“Unfortunately, we don’t have time for that right now.” Evelyn peered at the laptop’s clock. “We’ll be reaching port soon.”

I sighed, and working around Evelyn, I saved my work and shut the laptop down. “You’re right, as always. I wonder if we can just hide in here. I’m not looking forward to this.”

For the next stage of the plan to work, I would spend the next several hours pretending to be my brother, complete with carrying fake copies of his ID and passport. While there were those who knew I was still alive, it was something my twin wanted to keep under wraps until I was in Yellowknife.

“It’s only for a little while,” she soothed, sliding off of my lap to retrieve the laptop bag.

“I can’t believe you’re okay with this,” I muttered. Pretending to be cozy with my brother’s woman was one of the last things I wanted to do. Vicky seemed nice enough, but she wasn’t my Fenerec.

“Vicky isn’t interested in you. She’s as unhappy about things as you are. From my understanding, she came along to keep Elliot company, not his lookalike.”

“Have they dealt with their little issue?”

“Little?” Heading to the closet, Evelyn pulled out the suit tailored to match my brother’s favored style. She sighed. “Of course they haven’t. That would be the wise thing to do. Vicky’s adamant that she has a boyfriend and is just friends with your brother. She’s refusing to acknowledge the mating bond, though I doubt the poor woman would recognize it for what it was even if it grew arms and beat her over the head with a bat. She’s positively dense, Jackson. Sweet, but absolutely dense. Your twin, on the other hand, is still caught up in the Inquisition’s rules and at a complete loss over what to do about it. They’re hopeless.”

“Wonderful. And anyway, give them time to think things through. That said, I’ll ask Zachary to do some digging into Vicky’s boyfriend, then.”

“Oh?”

“If he’s not above meddling with my affairs, I certainly am not above meddling in his. The last thing I need is some angry other man coming around after my brother.” Rising from the couch, I claimed my suit from Evelyn and headed to the bedroom. The classic cut could make any man look good, but I preferred something a little more modern. Elliot wore cotton shirts, where I liked silk, which only made me keenly aware that I was trying to be someone I simply wasn’t and could never be. At least our tastes in ties overlapped.

To complete my disguise, there was even a replica of my brother’s watch, which was similar in style to the one I had broken in Oconee. Finding room for two passports, two wallets, and my twin’s cell phone proved problematic. The final touch to my outfit, at the suggestion of Dr. Cerimino, was the leather pouch containing the smaller of the two blood-red gems. It was attached to a leather cord, and I wore it beneath my shirt. I don’t know what sort of magic the witch had worked on the leather, but I couldn’t hear the whispers of the dead despite the stone’s proximity. However, I could still feel the warmth of my daughter’s ghost lingering within me.

“I feel like I need a purse to carry all of this junk,” I complained.

“You can use mine.”

“Cute, Evelyn. Thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass. Your purse of choice today happens to be pink, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“I bet you’d make a pink silk shirt look sexy,” she countered.

I laughed. “I might have one or two in my closet somewhere.”

“Really?”

“Sure, I have a few gray suits that look good with the color. I might be a troglodyte male, but I have style.”

Arching a brow at me, she grabbed a dress bag from the closet. “Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better. You don’t own a pink shirt.”

“Okay, fine. It’s more of a lavender. Not quite as offensive as that bright neon pink bag you’ve been toting around.”

“I’ll be taking the white purse, if you must know.”

I eyed the pink purse, wondering how much trouble I’d get into if I chucked it overboard. “The white one’s nice. That pink color should be illegal.”

“Touch the purse and you will regret it, Jackson.”

Grinning, I finished getting dressed and packed up the room while Evelyn changed. When she emerged, she was wearing the slinky white dress, which had somehow survived its dunking into the jacuzzi unscathed. She struck a pose, showing off a lot of leg and making me wish we had more time.

“There should be a law against anyone other than me getting such a nice look at those pretty legs,” I murmured.

“Hey, the dress was your idea.”

I chuckled and went to fetch the white heels that went with the gown. “With so many busy looking at you, no one is going to take a second look at me.”

“That was the entire point, dear. And give your brother credit. The shoes were all on him. Even Vicky’s wearing them. With us having three extra inches, no one should realize you’re as tall as you are.”

“I’m buying him stilts,” I grumbled. “Maybe I should take him to a medieval torture chamber and stretch a few extra inches into him. He’s stunted, obviously.”

“Be nice. Are you ready?”

I sighed and made my rounds through the stateroom. “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”

“Let’s go and get this over with, then. Remember, you like Vicky, not me.”

“I’ll pretend to like Vicky, while secretly lusting for my brother’s beautiful woman,” I countered.

“You’re hopeless.”




~~*~~




I didn’t know the two Inquisitors serving as my bodyguards. They were polite, greeting me with a salute. I kept quiet, answering their courtesy with a nod. The limo wasn’t parked far from the Wave Dream. Vicky, dressed in a beat-up trench coat and ratty jeans, beat us all to the limo and let herself in, followed by Evelyn and Richard. I ended up seated next to the Alpha Fenerec.

The two young men serving as my guards didn’t look too happy about that. One sat on my other side, and the other took the seat beside Evelyn. It was hard not to glare at the younger man. I wanted to gouge out the eyes of the men gawking at Evelyn. She was radiant, and when she smiled, I had to force myself to look elsewhere or betray my interest and affection for her.

“I’m really sorry about your brother. He was a good man,” Richard said for the benefit of the bugs likely installed throughout the limo.

“Thank you. He was,” I replied as my brother had instructed me. “I appreciate you allowing me to look through your correspondence.”

“If it helps you catch those responsible, I’m pleased to offer my records.”

I nodded. “Let’s hope we find something.”

It was a thirty-minute drive to the airport, one spent in uncomfortable silence, another detail the Inquisition expected. While Richard liked my twin and me, he treated the rest of the Inquisition with the same caution most men reserved for spiders, snakes, scorned women, and angry bears. Richard wasn’t at fault; I understood what it felt like to be in the Inquisition’s sights. Nicole was Richard’s world, and the Inquisition kept looking for reasons to get rid of her.

Like me, she had unwanted, inconvenient powers. I didn’t talk to her on the phone often, but I liked her. While she didn’t know the nature of my witchcraft, our situations weren’t too different. We had an understanding.

At the airport, Richard took the lead, guiding me to a charcoal Cessna TTx that looked brand new. It had a silver running stripe, which gave it a bit of charm without taking away from its elegance. The four-seater waited with its engine running. While Richard spent a few minutes doing a walk around the plane and speaking to the ground crew, I leaned against the body. The two Inquisitors helped the ladies board, which involved a stepladder and walking on the wing to access the doors.

Since my brother wasn’t a pilot, I feigned disinterest as I waited.

“Everything looks in order,” Richard said before climbing in. I followed his example, taking the co-pilot’s seat. At least my brother had assured me he’d flown in enough planes to know how to buckle the three-point harness. The ground crew closed the doors, thumping the side of the plane to signal the all clear. I put on my headset and tuned it to the airport’s channel, listening to the chatter as I did my own review of the instrumentation. While it was tempting to poke around on the touch-screen navigation system, I shoved my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t betray my knowledge or curiosity.

Within ten minutes, we were in the air. Richard tapped my headset to catch my attention. I switched to the plane’s private communication system.

“We’ll be refueling in Shawinigan before crossing into Ontario,” he said, tapping to a zoomed out map, gesturing to the town. “This bird has long range for a single engine. You’re qualified for night flying, right?”

“Unfortunately. It’s not my favorite thing in the world,” I confessed.

“Too bad. You’re taking over in Ontario when we refuel the second time.”

I laughed. “What did I do to deserve that?”

“Hey, I’m being nice. I’m the one flying over lake country. You get the plains. I’ll take over again after two refuels.”

“Sounds good. You ladies good back there?” I asked, twisting around. Evelyn was seated behind Richard, and she grinned at me.

“All good,” Vicky reported.

“It’s like a roller coaster but better,” Evelyn said, pointing at the window. “A really tall coaster, at that.”

“It’s better during the day,” I replied, smiling at her awed tone. “If Richard doesn’t mind, I’ll take you up sometime after we’re settled in Yellowknife.”

“I don’t mind. I have a helicopter you can use if you’d prefer that. That’ll let you land for a stretch. If you really want to explore, though, we have a bunch of ATVs you could use. If you want to go camping somewhere quiet and out of the way, I recommend taking the helicopter. Just don’t tell Nicole or Amber. They’ll want to go,” Richard replied before bursting out into laughter. “If you’re not careful, you’ll end up with an entire pack of chaperons.”

I scowled at the thought of being one of two witches surrounded by a pack of Fenerec out in the middle of the woods. I had no idea how unmated Fenerec males would behave—or if they’d try to get rid of me for a chance to be with Evelyn. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Once I could pull him aside in private, I’d have to ask Richard about that. Evelyn was mine, and I wasn’t going to let anyone try to take her from me.

“Nap while you can, Jackson. We’ll reach North Bay in approximately seven hours.”

“Wait, North Bay?” I asked, unable to keep the alarm out of my voice, the rest of my worries faded underneath the realization that we were refueling at an airport destined to be near a great deal of water. “I thought I was flying over the plains.”

“Close enough,” the Fenerec replied.

I tapped my way through the plane’s GPS maps until I found North Bay. The lake the small city skirted was huge. I groaned. “I hate flying over water.”

“You’ll survive.”

“We’ll see,” I grumbled. Making myself comfortable, I took his advice and got what rest I could before it was my turn to fly the Cessna.


Chapter Fourteen







Something cold and wet dripped onto my face.

Terror surged through me, and I jerked forward, cracking my forehead into something hard. Pain blossomed through my skull, centered behind my eyes. I meant to wipe my face, but my arms refused to obey me. My heartbeat pulsed in my ears and my throat throbbed to its frantic rhythm.

I couldn’t open my eyes, and it frightened me so much I couldn’t breathe.

The patter of rain on metal accompanied the gentle lapping of water. My feet and legs were wet, and the realization fueled my anxiety and jolted me to awareness. Shivers rippled through me.

It wasn’t until I convinced my right arm to obey me enough to wipe my face that I managed to contain my panic. My movements were sluggish, but after several minutes of rubbing my eyes, I was able to open them. My vision was blurred and dark at the edges. I shook my head, hissing as stabbing pain lanced down my neck and back. The effort it took to open my eyes drained me of strength.

It took time for my eyes to adjust and focus, but when they did, all I could see was the shredded ruins of a tree, twisted metal, and shards of glass surrounding me. Turning my head woke throbbing pains in my back and neck, and my vision darkened again. My left arm was pinned in a cage of wreckage. Through the gaps in the branches and destroyed cockpit, I watched water lap at the Cessna, not quite as deep as the seat, but too close for my comfort. Dim light streamed in through the shredded plane. I was cocooned in a tangle of debris, which blocked my routes of escape.

I drew a shaking breath and lifted my hand to my forehead, tentatively prodding at my brow until I located a gash near my hairline.

My neck protested when I turned my head towards the pilot’s seat. From what I could tell, Richard was gone. I couldn’t twist around enough to see the back seats.

“Evelyn? Vicky?” Their names emerged as a hoarse croak.

Silence.

My worry for the Fenerec surged. It was one thing my brother had been adamant about; injured Fenerec often transformed into wolves to heal. Once their animalistic nature took over, it was bad news for anyone in their path. While I considered my survival a miracle, it gave me hope that the Fenerec had all escaped, probably in better shape than I was in.

Judging from the proximity of the tree trunk in front of my face, I had dodged death by a few inches. Instead of a merciful and instant end to my life, I faced something far worse—a slow, painful spiral into oblivion. I had a difficult time imagining how my situation could get worse; unless I was wrong, it’d take someone a lot of heavy equipment to peel me out of the wreckage.

I stared at Richard’s seat, wondering what had happened. Had I woken up during the crash? It was possible. The gash across my brow was evidence I had smacked my head on something. After an hour, the chances of surviving a crash plummeted. If the sun, high in the sky, was any indicator, I had been in the downed plane for far longer than an hour.

The fact I was conscious amazed me. By all rights, I should have been dead.

My survival depended on categorizing my injuries and figuring out how to escape from the wreckage. I’d have a host of other problems I would need to overcome after, but unless I could free myself, they weren’t worth worrying about. My biggest fear was broken bones. A broken wrist I could live with for a while. If I had cracked anything in my legs, I was as good as dead. Bracing myself for pain, I tested my feet and wrists one by one. My left wrist was the worst off, but I was able to force my fingers to move. I breathed a sigh of relief.

If I managed to escape alive, I’d have to thank Richard for splurging on his plane; the Cessna TTx had reclining seats, and I could reach the lever, buying me a few extra inches of space to work with. After several tries, I freed myself from the three-point harness. The effort left me panting. Once I gathered my flagging strength, I fought to pull my left hand out from where it was pinned beneath the tree and the armrest.

The leverage didn’t help much; while the wreckage hadn’t cut off circulation to my hand, my arm was pinned at the narrowest part of my wrist. Spitting curses, I shifted in my seat. With the Cessna’s instrument panels smashed to bits, I couldn’t even check where—or why—we had crashed. Richard was a far better pilot than I ever would be; he was in the air whenever possible, and from my understanding, his TTx was less than a year old, broken in to his satisfaction. He didn’t rely on others telling him if something was wrong with his bird, and I remembered him doing the initial walk around to check for the common issues.

Whatever had happened, it hadn’t been violent; while I had hit my head, I should’ve remembered something if I had been awake before the impact.

If I survived, I had a feeling that Evelyn was going to finish what the crash had started. She might permit me to live long enough to witness her taking chunks out of Richard first. Wolf or not, I doubted she would have left if she believed I had any hope of surviving. The golden hour was short, and Fenerec understood how fragile humans like me were. They had no reasonable expectation of me leaving the wreckage in anything other than a body bag.

All I could do was fight to prove them and crash statistics wrong.




~~*~~




After several hours of trying to free my left wrist from the wreckage, I was ready to give up. Even if I did manage to somehow pull free, I doubted I’d be able to worm my way out of the plane. From what I could tell from my cage of debris, the Cessna had mated with a tree, leaving me in the center of a mess of thick, unyielding branches.

I had no idea how there was any space left for me at all. My final conclusion was that Canadian foliage ignored the laws of physics, because I couldn’t come up with any other explanation. If I could somehow pull free and fit into a gap half my size, I was several feet from freedom. Whether from blood loss, fatigue, or shock, I lacked the strength to do anything other than stare dully at the wreckage.

It didn’t help matters any that as time marched on, I became more prone to losing a few minutes here and there in increasingly frequent intervals.

My determination to prove the statistics wrong faltered as I worked my way towards accepting the inevitable. While my golden hour had lasted longer than sixty minutes, I was at the end of my rope. At best, if I didn’t die from my injuries or hypothermia first, I’d last a couple of days before dehydration finished me off. Despite my legs being submerged in cold water, I couldn’t reach it.

All I could do was settle in and wait, hoping that Richard would take care of Evelyn for me. Guilt tightened my throat and chest. I had promised a lot more to Evelyn than a few days on a cruise. I hadn’t had time to do more than stoke the hope of a long future together.

I hadn’t even considered the possibility of the plane crashing on route to Yellowknife. The odds were so against it that it hadn’t been a consideration. Time went by in a blur punctuated by brief flashes of pain and panic, which faded to bone-deep exhaustion. My ears buzzed, as incessant and tenacious as the wreckage holding me prisoner.

It should have alarmed me when I stopped hurting, but I basked in the warmth I recognized as my daughter’s spirit. I imagined her worrying, despite knowing the dead couldn’t, not really. Those trapped in the stone I wore around my neck were unusual in their relentless desire for freedom, but there wasn’t a true sense of intellect to them.

They were more like sound tracks stuck on repeat, all wanting the same thing and unable to break the repetitive cycle. No matter what people liked to believe, the dead didn’t leave a whole lot behind when they moved on; their names and glimpses of their final moments often proved to be their final legacy.

I wondered what would remain of me when I finally lost the battle. Would another earth sensor see the plane crash, or would they glimpse my slow demise? Part of me envied Scarlett.

Her end had been quick. For me, dying hurt, and as the buzz in my head intensified, it was an unpleasantly noisy affair.

Something hard pressed against my face, startling me into the realization that the noise wasn’t a figment of my imagination. After several confusing moments, I recognized the hissing of an oxygen mask. Then the buzz started again, accompanied by the crack of a chainsaw backfiring. I lost a few more minutes before the babble of conversation around me captured my attention. I struggled to listen to what was being said.

My French was limited to hello, goodbye, and a variety of rude expressions Gerald had insisted were appropriate for sporting events in Montreal. While inappropriate for the situation, I was amused at my utter inability to understand a single word, which made the situation even funnier.

When I tried to say something, there was a disconcerting lurch, and I was aware of someone flashing a bright light in my eyes, which triggered agony in my skull. There was another burst of chatter in French, followed by someone speaking in English. It was a woman, and she sounded awed by something, probably the fact I was still alive.

I was inclined to agree with her.




~~*~~




One transfusion, numerous x-rays, a CT scan, an MRI, and a stint with an IV later, it was determined that I would survive with a concussion, a sprained wrist, and a handful of scars as mementos of the crash. An overenthusiastic doctor trapped my left hand and forearm in a brace as a precaution, something I regarded with silent disdain.

When I was coherent enough to talk, an agitated nurse scolded me, waving a handful of IDs in my face.

I found out later that they had managed to figure out which Anderson twin I was, at the cost of several hours, thanks to my inability to string two words together. That had been much later, not long before I had been whisked away to endure another gauntlet of tests to confirm how extensive my injuries actually were. As I regained my wits, I suspected that they had redone several of the scans due to their disbelief that I had escaped relatively unscathed.

It was an opinion I shared with the doctors.

Twenty-seven hours after arriving at Queensway-Carleton Hospital, I was released. The nurse thrust a clipboard at me. Instead of the bill I was expecting, she gave me my wallet and a change a clothes. Before I could ask where she had found a suit in my size, she left the room, leaving me to fill out a mountain of paperwork. I changed, having no recollection of anyone asking me about what I preferred to wear. Perched on the edge of the hospital bed and fighting through a skull-splitting headache, I strained to fill out the discharge papers, at a loss of what to fill in. I didn’t have the address of Richard’s Yellowknife lodge memorized, but it didn’t seem accurate to give them my Georgia address.

My lack of health insurance information didn’t help matters any; my card was probably in Inquisition custody somewhere in Georgia, and I didn’t have my policy number memorized. Within ten minutes, I was ready to hurl the clipboard across the room.

“This should help, otherwise you’ll owe your life and all of your wealth to the Canadian health care system,” a sickeningly familiar voice said, followed by a card landing on the papers I was trying to fill out. Gerald Leclerc was a forty-something father of two with gray hair, loyal servant of the Canadian government, and my Ottawa contact.

He grinned down at me, hooked his foot around the nearest metal chair, and sat down beside me. “While I am an avid supporter of you experiencing Canadian hospitality, I didn’t mean for you to visit a hospital, Jackson. Something funny happened yesterday at around four in the morning. I got this strange, rather hysterical call that you had crashed your plane somewhere in the area.”

I balanced the clipboard on my knee to pick up the card. It was a Canadian health card, complete with my real name and a frighteningly up-to-date photograph. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t a legal card, Gerald. Anyway, it wasn’t my plane. I wasn’t flying it.”

He chuckled, reaching over to tap the card. “It’s a perfectly legal card. Have you forgotten that you hold an open work visa? You pay Canadian taxes and you have legal status. I’ve been sitting on the card for the past year, waiting for you to get around to visiting me again.” He snatched the clipboard, flipping through the sheets. “Pen,” he demanded.

I handed it to him. “Thanks, Gerald. What are you doing here, anyway?”

With a chuckle, he filled out some of the information, flipped to a new sheet, and handed the clipboard back to me. “Sign there.”

I did, grimacing at how much my hand shook as I wrote.

“I’m here because I was the best man for the job—and probably the only one capable of getting you to take your medication. I have a long list of prescriptions to pick up for you on the way home, which one of the doctors was kind enough to call in. From my understanding of the situation, there are three Fenerec running wild around the Baskatong Reservoir, which happens to be a prime hunting and fishing location. I would have come for you sooner, but the doctors wanted to run a second set of tests to make sure you were safe to discharge. It didn’t help matters any that I’ve been trying to calm an entire pack of frantic wolves convinced their Alpha is in trouble.”

“Richard,” I groaned.

“And he’s not in trouble for the reason you’re thinking. I’ve been reassured several times that he’s quite lively. The problem is Mrs. Murphy. They’re convinced she’s going to murder her husband once she finds him.” Gerald laughed, took the clipboard, checked it over, and bounced towards the door. “I’ll be right back.”

“You’re supposed to be a dignified government official,” I called after him.

Within several minutes, he returned. “Okay, you’re clear to go. Think you can walk or do I have to hunt down a wheelchair?”

“Ask me again in five minutes,” I replied. While my knee was still sore, it paled in comparison to my other aches and pains. The drugs the doctors had pumped into me left me battling more nausea than vertigo. “I’ll be fine.”

“Then let’s get out of here. Anytime I get a call like I did yesterday, and it ends with a pick-up from hospital instead of a funeral, it’s a good day. Maggie’s frantic with worry, and I’m pretty sure she’s working on her laundry list of ways to scold you once I get you home.” Gerald hovered nearby, probably worried about whether or not he’d have to stop me from hitting the floor.

While I was mobile, walking in a straight line required concentration and effort.

“You were damned lucky, I hope you know. If half of what I’ve heard is anywhere near the truth, you should be dead.”

“I’m rather surprised myself,” I admitted, only partially aware of where we were going, as most of my focus was staying on my feet without bumping into anyone. All things considered, I thought I did pretty well. There was only one time Gerald had to grab my elbow to keep me from cracking my face open on the curb getting into his car.

The Toyota Camry was probably one of the more practical things he owned, and I held a newfound appreciation for it when he turned on the heated seats.

After paying fourteen dollars in penance for parking at the hospital, we were on the road. I couldn’t look out the window without my stomach churning, so I stared at the dashboard. “Thanks, by the way.”

“For what?”

“Freeing me from the hospital, for one,” I mumbled.

“Glad to help, Jackson. Knowing you, you would have checked yourself out, left the hospital, and wandered around for two hours before making collect calls from a pay phone. It’d probably take you that long to find one. Someone had to keep you from doing something stupid while under the influence of hospital-issued drugs.”

Grunting because I couldn’t argue with him, I stretched my legs, grateful the car had sufficient room. “I doubt I would have made it to the sidewalk without an intervention.”

“I doubt they would have let you out without some form of adult supervision.”

“How did you find out I was there, anyway?”

Gerald zipped his way through traffic fast enough that I clutched the armrest of the car, praying I wouldn’t end up in another wreck. “Please be careful,” I whispered, shuddering at the thought of the Camry colliding with the concrete wall or one of the other cars in an equal hurry to get home from work.

Instead of slowing, he sped up, chuckling as I squirmed. “Your ID. What were you doing with your brother’s anyway? The nurse admitting you was about ready to have a litter of kittens. You were in the ER, and the only difference between you two is your height. She ended up calling the police with both names. They pulled your records and started calling around until they got a hold of Maggie. Since we already knew you’d crashed and that you were the one on board, it was easy to sort out from that point. Your brother is frantic, by the way. I’ve never heard an Anderson on the brink of hysterics before. It was something, I’ll tell you that. I wasn’t sure anyone in your family was capable of it.”

“He’s going to kill me, especially after what happened in Georgia.”

“So I heard. Zachary took the phone from your brother and explained all of your misadventures recently. He’s playing the adult supervision for your brother and Yellowknife’s Second at the moment. I was given strict orders to notify them as soon as I learned anything, but I disregarded their demands. I thought it’d be nicer for them to hear from you directly. In case you were wondering, it took the EMS three chainsaws and two hours to pull you out of the wreckage. They were amazed they weren’t dealing with a corpse.”

“It took them two hours?” I gawked at Gerald, my head spinning at the thought of how much work it must have taken them to extricate me.

“Sure did. I was told they might have been able to shave off twenty minutes of the time if they could have cut out the back of the seat, but since they had no idea how badly you were injured, they took the safe route. Richard smacked the bird directly into a tree, which took out the center of the plane. Judging from the photos I’ve seen, the whole thing was a mess. There’s a pretty nasty rumor going on right now that if there were other passengers, they got eaten or dragged off by a wild animal thanks to the number of claw marks in the back. It looks like they tried to get you out as wolves and ultimately had to give up.”

I was both alarmed and relieved by the news. “I don’t remember anything like that.”

“I’m not surprised. What did you do to your knee, anyway? The doctors told me they were pretty sure it was an older injury.”

“I got into a fight with a crazy woman. She won,” I grumbled. “It’s a souvenir from my misadventures on the Wave Dream. What else did they say?”

“Not much. They’re looking over the black box data, but so far, all they’ve found out is that there was a sudden drop in fuel levels in the tanks. I was hoping you knew something.”

“I was asleep. I had piloting duty at North Bay, so I was getting what rest I could so I could take over from Richard.”

“Unfortunate. Oh well. I’ve got some of my best forensics guys looking over the debris, so hopefully they’ll find out something. Still, I feel like I should take you to the casino. Why did you have your brother’s ID, anyway? That caused a ruddy mess, eh?”

“Long story.”

“I’ve got time. You’ll be staying at my place for the foreseeable future. It’s more secure than some dingy hotel room. The girls are going to love to see you, and unless I’m severely mistaken, Maggie’s just waiting for a chance to feed you.”

Groaning at the thought of food, I shook my head. “She’ll feed me and I’ll throw it right back up.”

When Gerald parked at a pharmacy, he went in, leaving me in the car while he fetched the prescriptions. Twenty minutes later, he returned carrying an alarmingly large bag filled with boxes and pill bottles. He tossed it in the back. “I told them you were nauseated at the thought of food, so they added another prescription to the list. Sorry it took so long. The pharmacist had to call one of your doctors and confirm a bunch of things. You’d figure they’d get these things right, seeing how often they have to do it.”

I grunted, curious about the medicinal cocktail they wanted to shove down my throat, but not enough to twist around and make a grab for the bag.

“Zachary tells me you have a new woman now.”

“Her name’s Evelyn. She’s one of the Fenerec,” I replied, unable to keep my worry out of my voice.

“Huh. Good for you, Jackson. It’s about time you found someone.”

“I think you’ll like her. She doesn’t mind the idea of me having a mistress.”

Gerald glanced at me. “Are you getting a new mistress? Finally given up on that ratty Corvette?”

“It seems my devil twin has been hiding the Jag in his garage. I am going to need a second mistress though, something new and with an automatic gearbox. Evelyn bought herself a BMW motorcycle and doesn’t know how to drive it.”

“I call dibs on a ride in the Jag at a track,” Gerald informed me before chuckling. “Good. Sounds like this Fenerec has her head on straight. I look forward to meeting her.”

“I’ve got to find her first.”

“I’ve got people on that, don’t worry. The last thing we need is three Fenerec causing problems in a tourist area.”

I sucked in a breath at the thought of what measures they’d take to keep Evelyn, Richard, and Vicky from causing problems. Gerald bumped my arm with his fist. “Non-lethal force, Jackson. I’m not stupid enough to put out a kill order on your mate—or the Yellowknife pack’s Alpha. I’ve got a few people on the hunt for them until Mrs. Murphy and her witch can get in town. Since she refused to get on a plane, she’s driving over now. Wouldn’t surprise me if she was here by tomorrow.”

My Canadian geography wasn’t one of my strengths, but I thought it was a lot longer than two or three days to drive from Yellowknife to Ottawa. “How long is the drive?”

“Two days if you swap drivers and don’t stop,” he replied. “A little over fifty hours in total. I’ve learned not to question the wizard when she’s upset. If she says to keep you in town and that she’ll arrive by tomorrow morning, I’ll do as told. That said, I’m surprised at you. Your woman’s a Fenerec?”

“She had a compelling argument,” I replied, hoping I sounded dignified. To my ears, I sounded hoarse, tired, and rather pathetic.

“Must have been some argument. I swear, you’re the shyest man I’ve met in my life. I’m expecting an introduction, eh?”

“As soon as I find her and make certain she’s okay,” I promised.

“She’s a Fenerec. I’m sure she’s fine. Fenerec are tough—much tougher than witches like you, and you survived.”

“The same won’t be true for anyone who gets in her way,” I warned, remembering all too well what she was capable of doing. All I could do was hope that the three Fenerec hadn’t lost complete control of their wolves. If they had, I didn’t know what I would do.

No one had taught me how to help a Fenerec regain their humanity once it was lost.

Gerald shook his head, and as though he’d developed the ability to read minds, he said, “Mrs. Murphy will know what to do. Don’t worry. If anyone can track down her husband, it’s her—and Fenerec travel in packs. Your woman’s probably with Richard.”

I kept my concerns to myself, unable to quell my worries for Evelyn and the others. Just because I had survived didn’t mean anything. For all I knew, the three of them were running wild, and I had been left behind, unable to follow where Evelyn roamed.


Chapter Fifteen







It was a little after eight when Gerald pulled into the driveway of his house on the outskirts of Kanata. The place classified as a mansion in my opinion, tucked away in the woods a twenty-minute drive from the highway. The four-car garage was larger than my house.

Gerald parked, leaning down to pop the trunk. “How are you holding up?”

“On top of the other errands, you took me shopping at three different clothing stores,” I grumbled, glaring at my long-time friend.

“You needed the clothes, the prescriptions weren’t going to fill themselves, and don’t even try to deny your enjoyment of the pit stop at the dealership. I’m just glad they could fit me in for a late-hour oil change. I saw you leering at the sports cars,” he countered, hopping out of the car with enough enthusiasm that I winced at the thought of trying to match him. I didn’t try, stifling a groan as I lurched out of the Camry.

“Toyota doesn’t exactly have a very wide selection of sports cars, Gerald.” I wasn’t about to tell him I had been eyeballing price stickers for the cheapest car on the lot that didn’t look like it was about ready to break down. My prepaid credit cards were still in the duplicate of my brother’s wallet.

With a car, I could go searching for Evelyn on my own, if I could give Gerald the slip.

“That little Mercedes they had in their used lot was pretty nice.”

“A little pricey for what it was. Not sporty enough, either.”

Gerald pulled the bags from the trunk, leaning around the car to point at me. “You can’t trick me, Jackson. I caught you staring at a Yaris. You want to be on the road. It’s not happening, so give it up. If you want to look for something sporty for your lady, we can browse dealerships to your heart’s content soon, maybe tomorrow before your next doctor’s appointment if there’s time. There’s no way you’re going out into the bush after them. Not only would you be in the way, you would distract those trying to find the Fenerec, plus worry everyone. You’re not even cleared to drive, not for at least another three days. Give it up.”

I stared at him, scowled, and sighed my surrender. “Concussions suck.”

“That they do. Now, let’s get you inside. Your brother’s likely beside himself with worry, seeing as I was too busy fetching you and running those errands to call him to let him know you were being released from the hospital.”

The blood drained from my face at the thought of my twin having been left in the dark yet again. “You haven’t told him?”

“I was a bit busy, Jackson. The three Fenerec and you came first. The last time I had spoken with him, all I knew was that they had found the plane and managed to pull someone from the wreckage. After that, I was doing quite the dance figuring out who had survived. At least it made identifying you simple, seeing that I knew it wasn’t your twin on board. Besides, I enjoyed putting your brother on the spot. He does it to me often enough. Did you know it took me four hours to bully my way through the hospital’s administration?”

I groaned. “He’s going to kill me.”

“Likely. He was headed to Ottawa when we spoke, catching a flight from somewhere in Maine. Right now, he’s probably scheming how he can infiltrate the local hospitals. Yellowknife’s Second is likewise in a panic, another problem I didn’t need or want. Anyway, I ordered them to sit tight in their hotel until I could call them back tonight.”

“You fed the fire and fanned it,” I accused.

“Pretty much. It didn’t help that I left the card with their number in the kitchen when I left to go to the hospital. Maggie’s eager to confirm you’re still among the living with her own eyes, so let’s get you inside instead of hanging out in my garage.”

Maggie was at the stove when I opened the door, spinning around to face me. “Jackson!”

At a hair under five feet, Gerald’s wife had a delicate look to her, and it always caught me by surprise at how strong she could be. She wasted no time crossing the kitchen to give me a hug, standing on her toes in her effort to kiss my cheeks. The custom seemed a little silly to me, but I leaned down to make her happy.

“Hey, Maggie. It’s been a while. Sorry for the fuss,” I replied, kicking off my shoes, which had been the only bit of my clothing to survive the crash. Gerald shoved them aside as he came up behind me.

“Nonsense. First they tell me you about got yourself killed down south, then they call and tell me you crashed your plane. Mr. Jackson, I am displeased with you!” She grabbed hold of my hands and pulled me into the adjacent dinning room, pointing at one of the chairs. I limped the entire way, too tired to pretend I wasn’t in pain and on the brink of collapse.

“Sit,” she ordered. “Dinner will be done in about ten minutes.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I sat down, biting back my groan as every last one of my muscles protested the movement. “I’m sorry I worried you. In my defense, I wasn’t the one flying.”

“I suppose I will forgive you this time. Who was the pilot? Gerald, was it that Richard fellow you were talking about earlier?”

“Yes, Yellowknife’s Alpha—the one with the wizard wife.”

Maggie winced. “Ouch. Is that the firecracker you were on the phone with before you left for the hospital?”

“One and the same,” Gerald replied, leaning against the kitchen’s island, setting down the bag of prescriptions. “These are Jackson’s medications. Can you put it out of the reach of the girls?”

With a laugh, Maggie grabbed the bag and stashed it in one of the cabinets above the kitchen counter. “The girls would love to play doctor for him if given half a chance. Want anything to drink, Jackson?”

“He’s having all of the water he can stomach,” Gerald replied before I had a chance to say anything. “No coffee or soda. Juice is on the allowed list. They don’t want him on caffeine.”

I groaned. “No coffee?”

“Not so much as a single drop.”

“That’s cruel, Gerald.”

“Doctor’s orders. After dinner, you’re getting a lovely dessert of pills, which I’ve been told will make you higher than a kite. Maggie, there’s a pink box in that mess of pills, can you make sure he gets a dose of that before he tries eating?”

“Sounds like a fun time,” Maggie replied, filling a glass from a pitcher before bringing it to me. “The girls are preparing the guest bedroom, Gerald.”

My friend laughed. “That’s my cue to undo their destruction, then. Please excuse me. Call you brother before he has a heart attack, Jackson.”

“He’s exaggerating,” I informed Maggie, who handed me a cordless phone and a business card with a number scribbled on the back of it. “Your girls are incapable of mass destruction.”

Maggie retrieved the medications, digging through them and reading over the labels. “You’re not going to be higher than a kite. You’re going to be sound asleep, if the warning labels are to be believed.”

“I meant the girls. How are they, anyway?” It’d been over a year since I had seen Ruth and Beth, and I was under the impression children as cute as the pair of brunettes were incapable of any wrongdoing.

“They’re good. Don’t tell Gerald this, but it’s obvious they’re too angelic to be responsible for any of the disasters occurring around them. He’s the one who makes the messes and keeps blaming the girls. Make your phone call while I finish up dinner, Jackson.”

I picked up the card, glad that Maggie had been the one to jot down the number; if it had been Gerald, I would’ve been dealing with five or six wrong calls before getting through to my brother. I dialed and cradled the phone between my ear and shoulder.

“Anderson,” my brother answered, and I heard him yawn.

“If someone ever invites you to a plane crash, decline. Richard ditched the bird in the water, and upon deciding that wasn’t bad enough, he wrapped it around a tree,” I said instead of a proper greeting.

If he yelled at me for whining, I’d blame the medications or the concussion and its accompanying headache.

There was a thump and a curse on the other end of the line, followed by the clatter of the phone bouncing on something hard. “Damn it, Dante!” my twin bellowed.

I winced. “I’m reasonably intact, Elliot. I lucked out. However, I have a concussion, so if you could not yell in my ear, I’d appreciate it.”

“Sorry,” he replied in a much softer voice. There was a sharp edge in his tone as he demanded, “Where are you?”

“It’s a top-secret location. I’m about to be wined and dined by one of Canada’s finest chefs, but apparently I don’t get to drink any of the wine.”

There was a long moment of silence. “Are you all right?”

I sighed. “I’ll live. I have a couple of stitches, a sprained wrist they insisted on trapping in a brace, a variety of cuts, and even more bruises. Add in the concussion, and I’ve seen better days. Nothing broken. I don’t know what happened to Evelyn or the others.” I could hear the worry in my voice. Maggie paused in what she was doing to stare at me. I shook my head and waved her off, earning a narrow-eyed glare.

“Alex is frantic with worry about both you and Richard, let alone the ladies. Remind me to thank Gerald for the sleeping pills he managed to get me a prescription for. I don’t know what are in his, but they calmed him down.”

“I’m sorry I worried you.”

“Damn straight you worried me!” he bellowed.

“Headache,” I reminded him.

“Sorry. Seriously, where are you?”

“I’m with Gerald, who has informed me that he didn’t mean for me to end up hospitalized when he wanted me to enjoy Canadian hospitality.”

My twin snorted. “You’re in a good mood.”

“It’s the drugs.”

“What do they have you on?”

“No idea. Gerald had Maggie guard the hoard to ensure they’re out of the kids’ reach and ensure they’re stuffed down my throat at the appropriate intervals.”

Maggie laughed. “Tell your brother I said hello, please.”

“The drug dealer’s lovely wife wants me to tell you hello,” I relayed obediently.

“Tell her thank you for me, and hello as well.”

I played messenger before saying, “Richard’s wife is apparently trying to set a land speed record driving here from Yellowknife.”

“Good, if Richard was hurt in the crash, we’ll need her to keep him under control. But seriously, are you all right?”

I had the feeling he wasn’t going to leave me alone until I told him everything I knew, so I said, “I came within a few inches of losing my head. That said, if I hadn’t been trapped in the cockpit, I probably would have walked away. From what Gerald has told me, it took the rescue people three chainsaws and two hours to cut me out.”

“Three chainsaws?”

“And two hours. I told you, he hit a tree.”

“He really landed in the water and managed to hit a tree?”

“He did. Don’t ask me, Elliot—I don’t know what happened. All I remember is waking up with the plane wrapped around a tree while half submerged.”

“Wonderful. Gerald isn’t going to fetch us tonight, is he?”

I smiled a bit at the frustration in my brother’s tone. “You won’t be missing much. Even if he did, from my understanding of the situation, in about thirty minutes, I’ll either be passed out or higher than a kite from the medications they’ve prescribed. I’m really sorry I worried you.”

There was a long pause followed by a heavy sigh. “You have nothing to be sorry about. Can you give Gerald the phone?”

“He’s with his girls. I’ll give you over to Maggie.” Before I could do anything other than hold the phone out, she claimed it, stalking back into the kitchen. After several moments, she drew a deep breath and bellowed, “Gerald, phone!”

It didn’t take him more than a few moments to make his appearance, claiming the phone from Maggie. “Good evening, Mr. Anderson.”

From behind their father came Beth and Ruth. They both had their brunette hair tied in pig tails, watching me with wide eyes. Both had grown more than I had expected. Ruth clung to a floppy-eared bunny. At six, she was a year older than my Jacqueline would have been, if she were still alive.

“Hi,” she said, clutching her bunny tighter.

It took me several moments to compose myself before I could speak without my voice betraying my anguish. “Hey, girls. It’s been a while.” I couldn’t get over how big they had gotten; when Ruth had been born, Beth had been a wobbly, collision-prone toddler. They fidgeted, which made me suspect Gerald had warned them to be gentle. “Where are my hugs?” I begged, giving my leg a slap.

They swarmed me, jostling and elbowing each other in their attempt to climb on my lap. I picked Ruth up under her arms, and ignoring the stabbing pain in my wrist, I hauled her up. Beth clung to my suit, weighing enough to tip me in her direction. After settling Ruth, I tried to figure out how to fit both of them on my lap without either one of them ending up on the floor.

Maggie put her hands on her hips. “Girls, he is not a tree for you to climb on. Be gentle, he’s not feeling well.”

“They’re fine,” I murmured, hugging both of them. “They’ve really grown, Maggie. At the rate Beth’s going, she’s going to be as tall as I am.”

Giggling at me, Beth wiggled on my leg, wrapped her arms around my neck, and planted a sloppy kiss on my cheek. While both of them could chatter a storm, I was impressed by how quiet and restrained they were. I returned her kiss with one on her forehead.

“Girls, come help set the table. And no, Jackson, you may not help. I won’t have you breaking any more of my dishes!”

The girls jumped down off of me to patter into the kitchen. I feigned a heavy sigh. “It was only one dish, Maggie. Just one!”

“You will stay where you are, Mister,” she ordered.

Gerald leaned against the kitchen counter, mimicked my sigh, and said into the phone, “You’re not getting your way, Mr. Anderson. No, I will not give you my address. I will have someone pick you up tomorrow morning, early. It’s dinnertime, and I have to go supervise your brother. Go to sleep. If you haven’t already, take those sleeping pills. I asked for them to be prescribed for a reason.”

Without waiting for my brother’s reply, Gerald hung up. “He’s excitable today.”

“I wonder why,” I replied.

Maggie tapped the pot with a metal spoon. “Enough play, boys. After dinner, it’s a very early bedtime for you, Mr. Jackson.”

Suspecting arguing would prove fruitless, I said, “Yes, Mother.”

She laughed. “You’re such a brat.”




~~*~~




I was the first one awake the next morning. Driven downstairs by the pounding in my head, I bumbled around Maggie’s kitchen with the coherency of a zombie, disregarding the doctor’s ban against coffee. The black sludge I ended up with didn’t taste like coffee, but it was hot and it took off the edge of my exhaustion. I made myself at home at the kitchen’s island, flipping through one of Maggie’s gardening magazines. My other options were a two-week old newspaper and a financial magazine I had already read.

Halfway through my second cup of coffee, the doorbell rang. I glanced at the microwave’s clock, wondering who would be visiting Gerald at a little after six in the morning. Mug in hand, I hobbled my way across the house.

Too tired and achy to put in the extra effort to peek through the peephole, I disengaged the security system and opened the door.

I came face to face with my father, whom I hadn’t seen up close and personal in at least six years. Too busy gawking to form a coherent thought, let alone say something, he shouldered his way in, dragging a pair of suitcases and a gym bag.

“What did you do to your wrist?” he demanded, glaring at the brace. After setting the luggage down, he got out of the doorway to let in the two women behind him. I recognized Nicole from the countless times she had made an appearance during video conference calls with Richard. She had dark rings under her eyes, and her dark hair was a tangled, ratted mess. I admired her for her lack of makeup; many women relied on tricks to be beautiful, but Nicole was genuine, which made me like her all the more.

Ignoring my father, I exchanged kisses on the cheek with Richard’s wife. Like Maggie, she was short enough I had to bend over for her to reach me without forcing her to stand on her toes. “There’s coffee in the kitchen if you’d like, ladies.”

“You look like hell. I hope we didn’t wake you,” she replied. 

“I was already awake. Judging from the lack of squeals and thumps from upstairs, the kids are still asleep, which means Gerald and Maggie are as well.” Operating under the hope that if I ignored my father he would go away, I turned my attention to the taller, brown-haired woman flanking Nicole. “You must be Amber. Forgive me for not shaking your hand,” I said, raising my coffee mug in salute.

Amber nodded. “I am. It’s a pleasure to meet you as well. I agree with Nicole: you look like hell. Go sit before you fall down. I’m too tired to help you up.”

“The kitchen’s this way, ladies.”

As I passed my father, I considered whether or not my coffee counted as a weapon and if I had the energy to smash it over his head. Deciding against the idea, I guided the trio to the kitchen, setting my coffee aside to pull down some mugs from the cabinets, careful not to break any of them. For a second, I considered only fetching two, but I brought down the third to remain polite.

My father remained silent, watching me, probably trying to decide which one of his sons I was. I had no idea what his relationship with Elliot was like, nor did I want to know. Determined to remain at least somewhat polite, I ignored my surging resentment at his presence.

Making coffee delayed the inevitable, so I focused all of my attention on the pot. Stifling a yawn, I eyed the coffee machine warily. “I’ve been told I shouldn’t operate any machinery. I think they were right. I’m fairly certain I made poison disguised as coffee.”

Nicole joined me at the kitchen counter, lifting the carafe to sniff at the brew. “If it tastes as bad as it smells, I’m impressed you still have taste buds.” She dumped the pot into the sink. “Get away from the coffee maker.”

I turned to head back to the island when she snatched the mug out of my hands. Its contents ended up in the sink.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, but I wasn’t aware that you were a threat to coffee,” Amber said, perching on the stool next to mine.

Nicole leaned against the counter while the coffee brewed, flashing a tired smile at me. “He’s the second sweetest man you’ll ever meet. Richard being the first, of course.”

“Richard could have rabies and you’d still think he was an angel,” I countered, grinning back at her. “I’m not going to ask how you got here so fast without flying.”

My father sighed, hooked a stool with his foot, and sat at the far end of the island, well out of my range. “Never have twins, ladies. They’re not double the trouble, they easily triple it.”

Bursting out laughing, Amber shook her head. “I don’t need twins to know that, Mr. Anderson. Nicole’s the elder of a pair, and they’re incorrigible.”

“They picked me up in Toronto. It probably would have taken longer to fly, but would have been substantially safer,” my father announced.

The island was disappointingly devoid of things I could use as a weapon. “I’m the one who doesn’t exist,” I informed him in a grumble.

“You look remarkably intact for someone who was in a plane crash,” was his neutral reply.

“Who was flying?” Nicole demanded.

“Not me. I was napping when the plane went down. I don’t remember anything. When I woke up, it was daytime and the others were gone.”

“Fuck.” Snarling, she clenched a hand into the fist and banged it on the granite counter. “I’m going to kill him once I find him.”

Judging from the way Amber sighed, it was something the wizard had been saying a lot lately. “Easy, Nicole. Richard’s a good pilot. I’m sure he didn’t mean to crash the plane. Take a look at Jackson. If he survived, there’s no way any of the Fenerec were seriously injured. Wherever he is, he’s fine.”

“Richard’s running wild. That does not constitute as fine. He didn’t tell me he was intending on bringing two new Fenerec into the pack. The pack’s in flux, which means I can’t figure out where he’s at.” Nicole spun to pour the coffee, muttering curses.

Most of them were directed at her husband, although I heard a few aimed in my direction. I pretended not to hear any of them.

Amber rubbed her temples. “Please forgive her. She’s worried sick, and I mean that quite literally. She puked in the car twice on the way here. It doesn’t help that she doesn’t know who the two new Fenerec in the pack are.”

Nicole scowled. “He didn’t need to know that, Amber.”

“Their names are Evelyn and Vicky,” I supplied.

With wide eyes, Nicole turned her full attention onto me. “Vicky? You don’t mean Mr. Anderson’s Vicky, do you? His boss?”

I gawked at her. “You know about her? Does everyone know about her? I just met her this week.”

“Did you know about this?”

I grimaced, wondering how much I could risk telling them with my father listening in. It was unnerving enough knowing he was nearby, staring at me. The fact he remained silent didn’t help me relax any, either. “I did. Richard thought it would be wise considering our special familial circumstances.”

On the phone, I knew Nicole as an even-tempered woman who didn’t take any bullshit from anyone, especially her husband. Snorting, she poured a fresh cup of coffee and handed it to me. “That’s the understatement of the year, Jackson. I’ve heard quite a bit about your familial circumstances. They’re crazier than mine, I’ll have you know.”

“What did you mean by Richard running wild?” I asked, sipping at the coffee. It tasted a lot better than what I had made.

“He’s a wolf, that’s what I mean—he’s a wolf without any care of the fact he’s also human,” was Nicole’s subdued reply. “It happened right after he brought the two new members into the pack. I’m willing to bet one of them was at risk of running wild and he got caught up in the pack bonds. That’s why he’s never supposed to bring new members into the pack without Amber, Alex, or I there. We can stop that from happening.”

Amber snickered. “She doesn’t so much stop it from happening as she thoroughly distracts him from anything other than her. All she has to do to accomplish that is walk into the room with him.”

Nicole flushed.

“Probably Evelyn,” I muttered, my anxiety igniting at the thought of her out in the wilds as a wolf. While I knew Fenerec were tough and capable of taking care of themselves, it was likely my fault that Evelyn was running wild with Richard and Vicky. I couldn’t imagine what I’d do if she was hurt.

I didn’t want to think about it. The thought she might not come back made my throat tighten and my stomach churn. I pushed away my coffee.

“Just who is she, anyway?” Nicole demanded.

Amber patted my hand. “I’d bet that she’s his mate.”

I froze, even more aware of my father’s stare boring through me.

“Excuse me, but did you just say his mate?” my father asked, his tone chillingly neutral.

Nicole’s smile terrified me. Bringing a cup of coffee to my father, she leaned over the counter and looked him in the eyes. “He belongs to us now, as does his brother. If you or the Inquisition touches either one of them, you’ll regret it. Am I understood?”

“What does Elliot have to do with your pack?” my father countered, meeting her gaze steadily.

“His mate belongs to us, which means he does too.”

I groaned, slumping over the island. “Now you’ve done it, Nicole.”

“What? It’s the truth.”

Amber rubbed the center of my back with a hand. “You’ll get used to it. Most of the time, she’s this docile, angelic girl. When we least expect it, she turns around and does something like stare Richard down. Sometimes she slugs some idiot into next week, reminding us all that she has a sword for a spine.”

My father pinched the bridge of his nose. “You two are going to be the death of me. Are you seriously telling me that you both have taken complete leave of your common sense?”

I draped both of my arms over my throbbing head. “Yes, sir. Why are you here, anyway?”

“No yelling,” Nicole ordered. “There are sleeping children in this house and we are guests.”

“There are sleeping children in the house,” Gerald confirmed.

I lifted my braced left arm in a wave. “Good morning, Gerald.”

“Good morning, everyone. I’m relieved to see you made it intact, and with the hitchhiker as well.”

Amber kept rubbing my back, working her way up to my neck, which she massaged hard enough to hurt. With laughter in her voice, she said, “He was doing a good impression of a lost puppy. Nicole felt sorry for him. It’s a bad habit of hers, picking up strays. One of these days, I’ll beat it out of her.”

“Why do you have coffee, Dante? I’m pretty sure I told you no coffee last night,” Gerald said. Before I could make a grab for the cup, he stole it and set it in the sink. “How many have you had?”

I held up three fingers. “The first two were terrible.”

“You tried to make the coffee, didn’t you?” Gerald grunted, opened the fridge, and in short order, set a glass of orange juice in front of me. “Drink that and take these.”

Six pills waited for me, including another dose of the anti-nausea medications. I sighed, poking at them.

“Before you continue your discussion, I would like to point out that Dante has a concussion, is under a lot of medication, and is not fit for any sort of argument. If you pick a fight with him, I will have Amber shoot you and deposit your corpse in my basement for Elliot to deal with.”

I made a mental note never to anger Gerald.

“Don’t worry. Mr. Leclerc. I have no intentions of causing you—or him—any problems. Dante, I came because someone called me in tears, telling me that his brother had been in a plane crash. At the time, all he knew was that someone had been pulled out of the wreckage, but no one knew who.”

“Way to go, Elliot,” I mumbled, making a second mental note to have a long talk with my twin.

“He has a concussion, a sprained wrist, required a few stitches, and had a transfusion, but otherwise emerged in remarkably good shape for someone who had come within several inches from losing his life,” Gerald reported. “I’d like to keep him that way.”

“As I said, don’t worry. The person he really has to worry about is his mother. Fortunately for all of us, she’s in Atlanta making Inquisition heads roll.”

The doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it. It’s probably Elliot,” Gerald said.

I groaned. “Just kill me now.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” Amber said, patting my shoulder.

“Think you can convince Gerald to let me have my coffee back?” I complained.

If I wanted to survive through having most of my immediate family nearby, I was going to need something. With two women present, I swallowed back the myriad of curses I wanted to spew. Sitting up, I grabbed the collection of medications Gerald had set out for me and swallowed them back with a single gulp of orange juice.

“You can’t have the coffee, Dante. What are you, a child?” Gerald asked.

I twisted around to level a glare at him.

My brother stood behind Gerald, halting when he saw me. “Dante—” When his gaze slid over to our father, his mouth dropped open. “Oh, shit.”

“Language,” I snapped. “If I can’t have coffee, you can’t curse. Evelyn’s missing, and I am not up for your—”

“Shut up, Dante. You’re going to get us both in trouble,” he warned, closing the distance between us to hug me. He thumped my back, and I hissed as he hit a tender spot. “You worried us all.”

“What did you do to your face, Elliot?” our father demanded. “You’re a sight to behold. You look like the plane crash victim, not him.”

Elliot straightened, pulling away from me to scowl. “What are you doing here, Dad?”

“It was either me or your mother.”

“Oh my God,” I whispered, shuddering at the thought of facing my mother. I hadn’t seen her since I had been evicted from the Anderson household and put into fostering with my godfather at age five. All of my life, I had lived under the impression that she wouldn’t care if I died. Things would have been much simpler for her.

I wondered what I had done to deserve the hell of my family storming back into my life after so many years. “Have you forgotten that I don’t exist? I haven’t.”

“Well, this could get ugly,” my brother declared, claiming a stool and sitting between our father and me.

Amber’s hand dropped to her side, and with a shift of her weight and a flick of her wrist, she revealed a holster. “All I have to say is that I’m armed, dangerous, and haven’t had enough coffee or sleep for this. I deal with enough of this shit between Nicole and her father to put up with this right now.”

“Dante, please,” my brother begged.

I scowled, wondering why it was my fault.

Maybe I was a witch, but I had been five years old. At least I hadn’t blabbed about my uncomfortable relationship with the dead. Most of my family believed all I could sense was gemstones, witchcraft that couldn’t threaten them. Sometimes, late at night, I still wondered what they would have done if I had developed stronger powers.

My godfather had been happy to take me in, although I had spent most of my time on my own.

“Don’t waste your breath, Elliot. He’s completely justified. The last time we spoke, if you can call it that, I was dressing him down in an email. I had told him to clean up his act or start praying that the Canadians liked him enough to let him stay. I’m pleasantly surprised he’s grown into a well-adjusted adult without nearly as many abandonment issues as I expected.”

I tensed, holding my breath. A shiver ran through me.

Evelyn hadn’t abandoned me. I kept thinking that, but it didn’t ease my surging anxiety. She had no reason to believe I had a chance of survival. She hadn’t abandoned me.

Richard was smart and a realist. To them, I was dead, and their lives came before that of a corpse.

It wasn’t her fault that I hadn’t been killed.

To cover my dismay, I took a sip from my orange juice. Maybe if I ignored my father, he would disappear. “Where’s Alex?”

Elliot frowned at me. “He’s currently in his wife’s custody. They are getting ready to go ATV shopping, which will be necessary for any trips into the bush looking for Evelyn.”

“Credit cards are in the wallet,” I replied, digging it out of my pocket and sliding it to him. “If you get Zachary to send you one of my cards, just charge it.”

“A trip you won’t be going on, Dante,” Gerald said, taking my wallet. “Yellowknife’s pack is perfectly capable of buying their own ATVs, Jackson. As an aside, should the Inquisition be foolish or stupid enough to push a deportation case, Canada would get involved and it isn’t a situation you want to be in. That’s our official stance on the matter. His work is too delicate and important to be risked by a dated familial dispute that belongs in the fifteen hundreds.”

My father grimaced. “I’ll make certain they’re aware of that.”

“Good.”

“Don’t forget Richard, Gerald. If we’re throwing threats at the Inquisition anyway, remind him that both of the Anderson brothers are officially part of the Yellowknife pack due to their status as mates of pack members,” Nicole added, her tone ice cold. “I’m sure it wouldn’t take too much convincing to get Richard to act.”

“Take it from me, Mr. Anderson. The last thing you want to do is come between a Fenerec and her mate. Add in the fact that every member of the pack will join forces to protect their own, and you’ll have quite the incident on your hands,” Amber warned.

“I’m not—”

“Elliot, shut up. All of you are giving me a headache. It’s too early in the morning for this.”

“It’s about time some of the men in our family decided to grow a pair,” my father said, surprising me with his laughter. “I could have told them twins were nothing but trouble. But no, no one listened to me. Okay, so let me see if I understand the situation. Both of you boys decided Normal women weren’t dangerous enough for you? I assure you that they are. I should know; I married your mother. Elliot, you I can understand. But you, Dante?”

“I think you have it backwards,” Elliot muttered. “Why would you think I’d be the one involved with a Fenerec?”

“Your brother has loyalty issues and hasn’t even looked at a woman since Suzanne’s death, that’s why. You, on the other hand, are good looking, very wealthy, chronically single, independent, capable of taking care of yourself, and hold a substantial amount of power. Any smart bitch would want to sink her teeth into you.”

I groaned, rubbing my forehead in the futile effort of driving my headache away. “You’re disgustingly well informed. You’re also a racist. To add insult to injury, you’re playing favorites again.”

“If it makes you feel any better, you are twins, which necessitates you also being good looking,” my father replied.

Amber rested her chin in the palm of her hand. “This is like watching a drama but better. I wonder how many graves they’ll dig for themselves before they kiss and make up?”

“That’s disgusting,” my brother and I said.

“It’s true, though,” my father said, once again startling me with a chuckle. “Dante, I thought you would have guessed by now that your mother and I had absolutely no say in what happened when you were little. Frankly, we’re lucky that we didn’t get the ax ourselves for daring to spawn a witch instead of the pure Normal boy they wanted. I didn’t agree with it then, and I don’t agree with it now.”

I didn’t want to buy his pretty words; he was either the world’s best actor, stringing me along with a lifetime of lies, or he really did care if I lived or died. The fact he had come to Canada at all supported his claim, which unsettled me. In an effort to dodge the issue, I said, “Elliot, you heard him. We were spawned.”

“Impossible. If we had been spawned, you’d be capable of swimming. Fish can swim. You can’t.”

“It’s true. I sink.” I rested my chin on the island, stretching my arms out in the direction of the coffee maker. “Gerald, can’t you tell the doctors I need coffee?”

“Are you sure you’re not Canadian?” Gerald asked. “No coffee, Dante. Beg for mercy at your appointment today. You’ve had enough, considering you weren’t supposed to have any at all.”

“Elliot, there’s a black box in the gym bag. Would you go get it, please?” my father asked.

For a moment, I thought Elliot was going to refuse, but he grumbled something under his breath, got up, and did as he was told. He returned with a shoe box. My father took it and placed it next to me. “I am under strict orders to offer this to you as a peace offering, along with a message, which I’d take as a warning, if you’re wise. Your mother’s in Atlanta, probably killing people with her tongue alone. Once able, she is expecting your presence so she can fulfill her motherly obligations and tan your hide for scaring her so much.”

I eyed the box warily. “Who are you? My father and mother don’t do open gifts or peace offerings. The threats, however, I readily believe.”

“Deserved,” my father acknowledged. “But, consider this, Dante. We’re asleep when sometime around seven in the morning, Elliot calls us, doing a good impression of your mother, which sets her off once he stopped blubbering enough to tell us you were in a plane crash. Your mother kicks me out of bed and informs me that I am going to Canada on the next flight out, or my balls were scheduled for a visit with a vice. So, by nine, I’m in the air on the way to Toronto, since no one had any idea where the plane had gone down, just that it never arrived in North Bay, Ontario.”

Standing up, he approached me, and before I could do anything other than tense, he dug his fingers into my shoulders and began digging in, massaging at the knotted and sore muscles. I grunted, going limp as he worked.

“You’re knotted all to hell, boy.”

“Whiplash, probably,” Gerald said. “I’ll make sure a chiropractor has a look at him, so that when his wife comes back, he’ll be fit as a fiddle.”

“She’s not my wife yet,” I mumbled.

When my father found a particularly sore spot, I yelped. Instead of having mercy, he jammed his thumbs at the muscles. “Let me give you a piece of advice, boy. Send your mother an invitation to the wedding. I’m still getting shit over the fact we didn’t get invites to your first. She’s going to skin you for that reason alone when you cross paths.”

“Dante’s right. Who are you? What have you done with our father?”

“I took him out back and killed him,” my father replied. “Be quiet, Elliot.”

“I think it’s time for some breakfast. I have one trick: pancakes. If you want something else, you’ll need to wait until Maggie and the girls get up,” Gerald said, digging through a drawer for a pair of frying pans. “Elliot, there’s eggs in the fridge. Fetch them for me, please. Mr. Anderson, keep playing chiropractor. Ladies, can I impose on you?”

Nicole saluted. “Yes, sir!”

“The dishes are there, if you’d like to set the table. Thank you, Mrs. Murphy.”

Amused, I watched Gerald direct his army of helpers as they made pancakes under his supervision.





Chapter Sixteen







I lost more than a few hours somewhere, which I blamed on the pancakes and the plethora of medications I had taken along with breakfast. I had no recollection of making it to the living room, let alone to the reclining armchair, cocooned in one of Maggie’s crocheted blankets. Stifling a yawn, I rubbed my eyes, wincing at the incessant throb in my skull.

“You slept right through lunch,” Gerald announced, resting his elbows next to my head, rocking the chair back. “Maggie and the girls are out shopping. I evicted the Murphys and the Andersons, who are on route to the crash site. They’ll be out of your hair for a few days. Sorry about your father; he refused to take no for an answer, and it wasn’t a battle worth fighting. Your brother is headed back to Atlanta, probably hoping to limit your mother’s rampage.”

“You knew he was coming?”

“Sure did. I told him he was welcome so long as he didn’t do anything stupid, reminding him that Amber took orders from me before she took orders from him. Considering I told her to come armed, I thought I had the situation under control. Once he sees the plane for himself, he’ll be headed back to the United States.”

“That’s something at least,” I muttered.

Gerald sighed, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “No father wants to get that call, Jackson, and he got it twice in a week.”

Sucking in a breath, I realized I understood. It took one thought of my daughter, who I had never even met, to make my chest tighten painfully. I couldn’t imagine how much her death would have hurt if I had been given a chance to hold her even once.

“Fuck.”

“Okay, that’s one of the last things I ever expected you to say.” Perching on the arm of the chair, Gerald sent it dipping back enough I lurched from the sensation of falling. “What’s going on?” he asked.

I settled back, and for several long minutes, I thought about whether or not I wanted to tell him. Gerald’s access to knowledge was invaluable, but he wouldn’t give it to me, not without my telling him about Jacqueline. Knowing that, I struggled to find the words to tell him about what Suzanne had done.

There was one way I could tell him without having to speak. “Go get your work laptop, and I’ll show you,” I whispered.

When he headed to his office to fetch the computer, I pilfered a cup of coffee, waiting for him at the kitchen island.

“You’re not supposed to have that,” he said, setting the laptop down.

“Don’t care. Give over,” I replied, patting the counter in front of me, careful to keep my coffee out of his reach. After logging in, he slid the laptop over. It took me less than two minutes to locate my daughter’s birth certificate. Drawing a deep breath to steady my nerves, I said, “Suzanne faked her death.” Once he got a good look at the certificate, I continued, “Someone killed my little girl, Gerald. I want them.”

“Oh my Holy God.” Gerald snatched the laptop, typing in commands to a prompt. I waited in silence, sipping my coffee as he worked. All of the data I had wanted was at his fingertips, and I wasn’t going to rush him. “Okay, I got a hit on a missing person report for her and her mother, dated back almost three years ago.”

“Three years ago?” I asked, frowning.

Both my daughter and Suzanne had died a little over two years ago, from what I could tell with my witchcraft.

“Jacqueline was enrolled at a daycare in Thunder Bay. One morning, she didn’t show up. Note here says her mother had showed up to work without her. An Amber Alert was issued, but there were no hits. Her mother disappeared sometime that day. Where’s Suzanne?”

If Gerald’s tone was any indication, I was pretty sure he was asking so he could find her and kill her himself.

“They killed her.”

“You don’t seem broken up by that at all,” he commented, watching me.

“The only woman I need or want in my life right now is Evelyn,” I replied, meeting his gaze without flinching.

After a long moment, he sighed. “We’re doing everything we can to find her, Jackson. You’re really in no condition to join the search and rescue team. I’m sorry. You’d be a liability, and the last thing I need is an angry pack of Fenerec knocking on my door because I let you go wandering out in the bush after barely surviving a plane crash. You’re staying here. We’ll find your lady and bring her to you, okay?”

I nodded my agreement, but it didn’t stop me from trying to find a way to give him the slip. It made me angrier and more anxious that he was right.

All I would do was get in the way.

“What I want to know is how you found out about this, eh?”

“I can’t say. I had a list of all of the people who were also murdered along with my girl. Unfortunately, the list was on the plane. If you give me some time, I can rebuild it.”

The names of the dead wouldn’t be forgotten so soon or so easily. I shivered. “Just give me a few hours.”

“Theodore told me you had been poking around our databases. Is there any relation?”

I nodded.

Gerald grabbed his cordless phone and punched in a number. “Put Theodore on,” he demanded. After a few minutes, he said, “I need you to pull all of the records Jackson was looking for; if he typed it in our system, I want a copy of it. Build a report and get it to me as soon as you can. Prioritize it over everything else.” He hung up. “There. All I want is a confirmation that your source won’t cause any harm to my government.”

“My information was acquired legally and shouldn’t have any legal ramifications for Canada. That said, my brother, the Yellowknife Fenerec, and a few Inquisitors left a few bodies on the Wave Dream…”

“I know. He gave us a call and dropped word with us not long after it happened, seeing as he had reason to believe your would-be kidnappers were attempting to take you to Canada. Your brother’s a nice guy, by the way. That’s the reason you’re with me. This place is wired and there’s security never too far away. No one gets near this house without someone being aware of it.”

“I really should be with them looking for Evelyn,” I muttered, rubbing a finger around the rim of my mug.

“Jackson, you’re the luckiest man alive right now. Your only job right now is to heal. You have a doctor’s appointment in a few hours for another CT scan and an MRI. My job is to take care of you. It’s a matter of interest for quite a few people. Give me some time and I’ll get all of the info I can for you about your baby girl. We’ll find whoever did this,” he swore.

“They’re mine,” I growled, and the roughness of my voice reminded me of Evelyn’s when she was angry. It was a wolf’s vocalized rage, and it rumbled in my throat.

“No problem, Jackson. I’ll get you a nice gun, all the ammo you could want for it, and make sure everyone’s looking the other way when you pull the trigger. Just don’t leave any evidence behind. We don’t like cleaning up messes like that.”

“Then we better keep this a secret from Evelyn,” I replied.

“Why?”

“She wants the fuckers almost as much as I do.”

“Good.”




~~*~~




I had attended enough hockey games to understand that beneath their polite and generous exterior, Canadians could be a vicious lot. While I watched him work, Gerald muttered to himself. Sometimes he complained about a slow server, but more often than not, he was inventing new and horrifying ways to kill people. His patience and focus was admirable, but it was his self-absorbed ranting that held my attention.

“Fires are too flashy,” he mumbled, scrolling through the list of names recovered by Theodore. It had taken the tech less than an hour to grab all of my queries and organize them into something usable. “Maybe a steamroller.”

“I thought Canadians were supposed to be nice, hospitable people, Gerald,” I said, careful to keep my voice soft in case he had forgotten I was with him.

Judging from the way he jumped, he had forgotten about me. “Jackson, there are almost two thousand dead witches on this list of yours. That’s almost four times the total number of homicides reported over an entire year across the entirety of Canada. It’s on par with the total number of adults reported missing for an entire year in Quebec—and that’s before considering the number who are found within a few days.”

“Most of them aren’t adults,” I pointed out.

“I was trying to forget that fact,” he snapped at me. “The real problem is that most of these reports are localized to the Montreal area. That’s going to complicate things, seeing as Quebec really doesn’t like when Ottawa gets involved in their business.”

I drummed my fingers on the island. “Tough shit. I know someone. I’ll give him a call.”

“Jackson, you know everyone. Call him after the doctor’s appointment. We need to get on the road.”

“It’ll take five minutes,” I replied, reaching for his phone.

“Fine. Try not to dig me too deep of a hole. I’m going to have enough fun when I take this one to the boss.”

Dialing Zachary’s number, I shook my head. “Last time I checked, Gerald, you were the boss.”

“I have committees to answer to—and the Prime Minister, plus his gaggle of minions, should I screw this up.”

“I’m paying, if that matters.”

Gerald snorted. “I don’t think so. There have been two thousand murders. If anything, we owe you a bounty for the tip off and the names. You’re not responsible for that level of investigation.”

Instead of connecting the call with Zachary, I cocked my head and arched a brow at Gerald. “What I want to know is how two thousand deaths, mostly teenagers, slipped under your radar.”

“Falsely recorded suicides, accidental deaths, and runaways? There are a lot of potential explanations, unfortunately.”

“Possibly.” I pressed the call button and put the phone to my ear.

“Zachary,” my friend answered in a grumble.

“Hey. I’m not dead take two. I hear you got to babysit my brother and Alex. Thanks for that.”

“You’re killing me, Boss. Elliot did let me know. I got saddled with escorting him home. How are you doing?”

“Tolerable. Apparently I’m due for a CT and MRI in a few minutes. I need a favor.”

“What’s up?”

“Call Cameroun. Tell him Gerald’s going to be stomping all over his turf. Toss down Jacqueline’s name and the fact there are two thousand victims needing justice. I don’t care how you do it, but get his cooperation.”

Zachary hesitated. “You’re asking a lot, Boss.”

“Tell him I’ll meet with him personally to discuss that equipment he wants from the Americans, and that I’ll shave off ten percent of my cut as incentive. That should get him moving.”

“Ah, good old corrupt Quebec. Money talks, and he’ll do anything to save a few pennies.”

“Pretty much. Can you do it?”

Zachary sighed. “I won’t like it, but I’ll take care of him one way or another. I got some interesting news for you, though. The hire for the medical research cargo didn’t show. Since they didn’t come to claim the stone I found in their stuff, I had it sent to the lab. It’s come back as a diamond. I won’t tell you what it’s valued at; our guy can’t tell if it’s synthetic yet. That said, he was giggling when I spoke to him last.”

“Just toss me the estimates. What’s it worth if it’s real and what’s it worth if it’s a fake?”

“If it’s natural, you could buy the Hope Diamond for cheaper. Let’s put it this way; the Moussaieff Red is its much smaller sibling, and it’s worth a cool twenty million.”

“The what Red? Never heard of it.”

“Used to be called the Red Shield before it was sold. It tends to change names. Anyway, if they’re natural, the two stones are priceless.”

I shivered at the memory of so many dead imprinted on the gems. I touched the leather pouch hanging around my throat. “I have a feeling that they aren’t, and someone killed a lot of people making these stones.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you. What do you want me to do with all of this equipment?”

I thought about it for a few moments. If the one stone had been found with the research equipment, how were they connected? “Keep it and find a scientist to have a look and see how any of it might be used in synthetic diamond creation—or with whatever they call researching blood.”

“Blood? Why blood?”

“It’s somewhere to start. The stones are blood red, aren’t they?”

“That’s fair enough, I guess. I’ll get in touch with a few people and see what I can dig up. Elliot told me you were alive and okay, but nothing else. What happened?”

I sighed. “Richard dumped the plane in a lake and crashed it into a tree. I’ve got a concussion, a sprained wrist, and a few cuts and bruises, but I’m otherwise fine. Could have been a lot worse.”

“Sure, you could be dead. How about the others?”

“Missing. I’ve been told they went wolf. Richard’s wife, her witch, and a few others are out looking for them.”

“Evelyn left you in the wreckage?” he asked, his tone sharpening.

Before I could reply, Gerald snatched the phone out of my hands. “Zachary, it’s Gerald. Leave him alone. I’m having enough problems keeping him contained. All he wants to do is go hunting after his woman. Don’t push his buttons right now. Anyway, the Fenerec did the right thing. It took the rescue people twelve hours to reach him and cut him out of the plane. I have to get him to his doctor’s appointment. Call my cell if you need me.” After giving Zachary the number, Gerald hung up. “We’re going, Jackson. March.”

“Let me change,” I grumbled, not looking forward to yet another round of tests at the hospital.

“Jeans and t-shirt is perfectly acceptable attire. We’re going to a hospital, not a date, to a business meeting, or a wedding.”




~~*~~




While I had a persistent headache thanks to my concussion, the doctors at Queensway-Carleton Hospital were baffled by my rapid rate of improvement. I didn’t feel any better compared to when I had been released; if anything, I ached even more. What had been scheduled to be a two and a half hour affair resulted in a six-hour fiasco involving extra tests to confirm the results of the first round.

At least I walked away with my ban on coffee lifted. When they warned me against consuming alcohol, Gerald burst out laughing and didn’t stop until we were back in his car. I endured in silence, figuring he had earned some humor at my expense for going beyond the call of duty as a friend and partner in crime.

Instead of heading home after the appointment, Gerald drove to downtown Ottawa. When he pulled into the parking garage of an office building not far from Parliament Hill, I groaned. “You told me we were going to a hospital, not a business meeting.”

“I have to pick up a few things from my office. You may as well come up.”

“I could just sit in the car and avoid whatever security gauntlets you have here,” I countered.

“Don’t be a baby. You’re with me. You don’t even have any car keys on you. It’ll be a breeze, especially for me. I’ll walk through the scanners and ignore them while they pat you down.”

“So is that what you were on the phone about earlier? Something came up at the office?”

“Haven’t you learned anything about this business, Jackson? There’s always something going on at the office. Unfortunately, I’m the only one who can deal with it. Come on. The sooner I’m upstairs, the sooner I can take you back home. At least you had a nice nap this afternoon. I didn’t,” he complained, banging on the hood of his car when I was slow getting out. “Chop, chop.”

Gerald’s office was on the top floor, requiring me to navigate through three different security checkpoints. The room was large enough to fit twenty comfortably, complete with a conference table. A monster of an oak desk dominated one wall of the room, out of view of the single window.

“Take a load off,” he ordered, heading to his desk. “Hopefully it won’t take me too long to deal with this.”

The last time I had been in one of Gerald’s offices, it had been a quarter of the size and had been overrun with files. “You got an upgrade, I see. This one even has a filing cabinet, and it appears you even use it.”

“Is it as big as yours yet?” he countered.

I snorted, thinking of my nook in my house. Most of my house likely would have fit in his office, with the exclusion of my basement, which wasn’t fit for bats let alone for me. “Mines ten by ten feet and it used to be the guest bedroom, which I’m pretty sure had been converted from a walk-in closet for the master bedroom.”

“Oh? Escaped that basement you had told me about at long last?”

“I gave up and left it for the spiders. While it was larger, there’s only so many times I can deal with hitchhiking arachnids,” I muttered with a shudder. It didn’t help that the basement didn’t have any natural light, which only made the creepy-crawly sensation of a spider skittering across my skin that much worse.

“Have you forgotten that you could just claim one of your cruise ships as yours and win the office wars outright?”

“They’re not my ships. Why has everyone been calling them my ships this week?”

Gerald laughed. “That’s because you own the men who own them. It’s the same thing.”

I sat at the head of the conference table and gave the executive chair an experimental spin. When it didn’t squeak or threaten to dump me onto the floor, I leaned back and stretched. When my shins cracked into the table leg, I spat curses.

“I said take a load off, Jackson. That doesn’t mean try to break your legs on my table.”

I backed the chair up a few feet. “Spill it, Gerald. I’m pretty sure you could have asked one of your employees to fetch anything you needed from the office. Why are we here?”

“Delay tactics,” he replied, chuckling as he propped his feet up on his desk and kicking his shoes off. “Theodore is setting up a laptop for you and he’s not done yet.”

“That’s gotta be some laptop,” I muttered. “You do realize it’s after midnight, right? We could have waited until tomorrow.”

“Nonsense. It shouldn’t be more than half an hour or so.”

My stomach chose that moment to voice its complaints over having suffered through bland hospital cafeteria food a handful of hours ago during the wait for test results. “I don’t suppose you could force some delivery guy through security, could you?”

Grinning at me, Gerald shook his head. “We’ll eat something on the way home. There’s either fast food or a late-night pub we could hit.”

“We really came here for a laptop?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.

“I plead the fifth.”

“Gerald, you are not an American. You have the eleventh under the Charters of Rights and Freedoms. The fifth doesn’t work here.”

“There you go, nitpicking again. The fifth, the eleventh—close enough.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be some sort of big wig with CSIS? I’m pretty sure the differences between the eleventh and the fifth are important to you.”

“Technically, if I were in the CSIS, my office would be located in a different building. This is merely a security firm somewhat near Parliament Hill.”

I snorted. “A security firm disguised as an office building, complete with a bank and coffee shop on the first floor.”

“It’s the safest bank in town,” he replied with a smile.

“You’re so full of it, Gerald.”

“Security is a very important matter. Someone has to protect the coffee shop. That is not something to take lightly.”

Shaking my head, I went back to spinning in the chair, careful not to hit anything. I drummed my fingers against the armrests, leaning back as far as I could without tipping over. Gerald’s phone rang, and he answered, “What is it?”

“Yes, sir. He’s here, currently testing the spinning capabilities of my chairs.” There was a pause. “Yes, sir. He’s on a significant number of medications. How did you guess?” After a few minutes of listening, he hung up. “How do you feel about doing some consulting work for me, Mr. Anderson?”

At the use of my real last name, I tensed. The dull headache grew into a stabbing monstrosity behind my eyes. “I have a headache already, and it’s getting worse. What do you need?”

“That was the reason for delay tactic number one. We—yes, We—want to move on these murders. Considering the victims are witches, we feel it appropriate to call in the Inquisition. They’re far better equipped for this sort of investigation than we are.”

“They already owe you for the isotopes, Gerald. That’s a phone call away. You know that.”

“We want to hire a minimum of a hundred of their best ops and investigators.”

I gawked at him, and for a long moment, all I could do was stare with my mouth hanging open. “A hundred?”

“We want this resolved. Someone is murdering young witches—children, at that. Canada will not stand idle for such things. We don’t have so many witches, and if we do nothing, we would be guilty of taking part in a genocide. That’s unacceptable. We want the killers found and dealt with. We’re willing to offer a competitive rate, cover stories, as well as identification and passports for all agents involved. You have our approval to equip them however you feel necessary, on our dime. The CSIS is on notice to offer the Inquisition its full cooperation.”

“Holy shit, Gerald. What are you going to do next? Offer me the keys to the castle?”

“Do you want them?”

“No.”

“Pity. I’d like to watch you shake things up in town. Can you do it?”

“With pleasure,” I replied, allowing my tone to turn cold.

“I’ve got a blank check with your name on it, then.”

“Does it come with a blank pardon? What sort of sanctions will they be under for lethal force?”

“Consider it done, with the strict caveat that your license to kill is limited to those directly responsible for the murders of the witches. I’ve been asked not to let this clog up the court system.” At the caution in Gerald’s tone, I read between the lines.

Canada wasn’t ready to acknowledge the supernatural in public, the same stance the United States took, which left the Inquisition to work from within the shadows.

If justice was to be served, it’d be dealt in a dark alley instead of in the light of day. Any other day, it would have bothered me.

The families of the dead deserved to know what had happened to their loved ones.

I clenched my jaw. There’d be one extra in the Inquisition this time, and I looked forward to taking part as judge, jury, and executioner. “Understood. I’m going to need that laptop, a secure phone, and a lot of coffee.” I drew a deep breath, stopped the chair, and looked Gerald in the eye. “I’m also going to need a gun.”

It was time I learned how to fire without flinching. If I got my daughter’s killers in my sights, I wasn’t going to miss, no matter what the costs were to me.




~~*~~




Armed with Gerald’s secure line, a notepad, pen, and one of his laptops, I placed a single call to the Inquisition, bypassing my brother in favor of one of the higher ranked men in the organization, one with a track record of seeing justice done even if it meant bending a few rules in the process.

Lyle had been a cop before becoming an Inquisitor, and I wanted him for his past as much as I did for his current skills.

When he answered I said, “Good morning, Lyle. It’s Jackson, and I have work for you.”

“You have more lives than a cat, Mr. Jackson,” he informed me before yawning. “It’s usually His Eminence who is waking me up at one in the morning. You’re usually more reasonable than this. What’s going on?”

“Canada’s hiring you to hunt down a mass murderer—my guess is that it’s a group. The body count is near two thousand over the past two or three years. Almost all of the victims are below the age of twenty-one. The youngest was three, the oldest sixty-two. I have a license to kill, a grudge, and I need a hundred hit men and investigators. Interested? As a fair warning, they might be the same folks behind what happened in Oconee.”

Lyle bellowed curses. Grimacing at the onslaught, I held the phone away from my ear until he settled down. With a snarl to rival a Fenerec, he demanded, “Are you serious?”

“I’m sitting in some cruddy office building near Parliament Hill in Ottawa. It’s one in the morning. Canada is requesting one hundred of the Inquisition’s best. You’ll have full cooperation of the CSIS. They want this taken care of fast and quietly. It is not to reach the courts.”

“Jesus Christ in a bucket.”

Twirling the pen between my fingers, I asked, “How long to get a group together?”

“Two or three days. I’ll have to make some calls and see who is free. What’s our cover?”

“The Canadians will be dealing with that. I’ll need the operatives’s names, photos, and basic information sent to Ottawa. Send one of the ops. That list doesn’t change hands, period. Tell me who you’re bringing over by secure phone, and I’ll get Gerald to put a flag on their file for the border crossing.”

“I’ll bring it myself,” he replied.

“Good. There will be no leaks on this one, Lyle. People will get killed, if Oconee is any indicator.”

“What about His Eminence?”

“This is a need to know operation, and he doesn’t need to know. Last time I checked, he wasn’t one of the Inquisition’s top hundred operatives. If he thinks he needs to know what you’re up to, you call me.”

“You’re playing hardball. Okay, what can we bring with us?”

“What do you need?”

“How about the kitchen sink?”

I smirked. “They sell those here.”

“Guns?”

Setting my pen down, I grabbed the laptop and opened a spreadsheet. “They’re sold here too. Think bigger than that, Lyle. Come on. I got a blank check to play with here. What will you need?”

“What’s our limit?”

“So long as all lethal force is directed at the killers, there are no limits.”

“Even tactical first strikes?”

“Hold.” I muted the phone and spun to face Gerald. “Tactical first strikes. Yay or nay?”

“Yay, non-nuclear. Only with approval from us first.”

Chuckling, I turned back to the table and hit the mute button again. “With approval, you can use whatever the fuck you want, Lyle. Only caveat is non-nuclear devices.”

“Holy shit. The Canadians are fucking ticked, aren’t they?”

“These bastards are killing kids, Lyle. I’m fucking ticked. I have a list of the dead. I’ll give it to you when you arrive in Ottawa.” That my daughter numbered among the dead turned my rage into a conflagration, but he wasn’t going to learn the truth of that, not anytime soon. Knowing Lyle, if he found out my involvement was personal, he’d do everything in his power to cut me out of the loop.

Personal involvement was bad for investigative business. It was a rule among cops and sacred ground for Lyle.

I fully intended to let him handle the investigations, but when it came to pulling the trigger, I would get there first.

“I’m your man, Mr. Jackson.”

“I know. That’s why I called you. Build your team. Get to Ottawa, let me know when you arrive, and keep me in the loop. Secure lines only. Leave a message with Gerald that you’re in town and the hotel you’re booked in.” I gave him the number.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good night, Lyle.” I hung up. Once again, I spun in the chair to face Gerald. “The ball is in their court. The rest can wait until tomorrow.”

With a faint smile, he rose. “I think I’ve delayed us enough. Shall we?”

Stretching my arms over my head, I winced at the stiffness in my muscles. “Please. I’m about dead on my feet.”

“Don’t fall asleep until you’re at my place. I don’t think I can carry you,” he replied, stuffing his feet into his shoes. “Pub or fast food, your choice.”

“Fast food,” I said, lurching to my feet. “Is that coffee place downstairs still open?”

“It’d be a national tragedy if they closed,” Gerald replied solemnly.

“So why were you delaying, anyway? I don’t see Theodore or the laptop.”

“I’m not telling.”

“You’re being an ass.”

“I’m really impressed, Jackson. Who taught you to swear so much? It must have been the crash. It rattled something loose in your head.”

“Maybe,” I replied, hunting down a laptop bag from Gerald’s closet. “I’m stealing this laptop, since you lied to me about having one set up for me. Also, maybe not. It could be that I just don’t give a damn right now.”

“I’ll file it as temporary insanity. I’ll just be quiet now.”

“That’s a fantastic idea.” I hid my grin by leaning over the laptop as I packed it away. When I stood, I settled the strap over my shoulder. Tomorrow, I’d make a little more effort to be properly polite, once I felt like I was making progress doing something important. With Lyle working the case, I could focus all of my attention on figuring out how I could help find Evelyn and the others, even if it meant ditching Gerald to do it.

He’d understand. He would do the same if it were Maggie out in the wilds.


Chapter Seventeen







The lights were on when we reached Gerald’s house. Six cars were parked in his driveway, leaving just enough room for him to squeeze into his garage, which was filled save for his spot.

“Are you having a party?” I asked, heading to the still-opened door to gawk at the Porsche, which looked brand new. Before I could go admire it, Gerald caught my elbow and pulled me towards the house.

“Leave the pretty car alone,” he chided.

Freeing myself from his grasp, I ran my hands through my hair, wondering where I was going to find the energy to deal with a bunch of people. “Answer the question, Gerald.”

“No, I’m not having a party. I opened up a hotel in my house,” he replied. “And anyway, you know how rowdy us Canadians can get. We’re real party animals.” Gerald headed up the stairs to the kitchen hallway, pausing at the top to stare down at me. “If it were a party, dear old friend, there’d be music and cops.”

I arched a brow at him. “Next time you have a party, you better invite me.”

“Sure, you can play the bartender.”

“Maggie must love your parties.”

“She’s the one who throws them.”

Shaking my head at the thought of little Maggie staging an affair so noisy that the cops were called to restore order, I followed Gerald into the house. “I’m telling her that you implied she’s a party animal.”

Gerald whispered, “She is.” After kicking off his shoes, he tiptoed into the kitchen. “Quietest party ever.”

“Why are we whispering?”

“I thought that was obvious. We don’t want to wake anyone up.”

“Is that a risk? You have like twenty guest bedrooms upstairs on the other end of the house.”

“Four,” he corrected.

“Fine, four.”

“Basic math, Jackson. I’ll forgive you since you’re on so many medications. There are six cars in the driveway, two extra in the garage. There are probably bodies on the couch.”

“You really did start a hotel.”

“It seemed necessary after a certain jerk crashed his plane in the bush.”

I leaned against the island, glowering at him. “Not my fault. I wasn’t piloting and it wasn’t my plane.”

Gerald sighed. “I know. It wasn’t his fault, either. This doesn’t go beyond you and me, but the news on the wire is that the plane was sabotaged. That was one of the calls I took when we were at the hospital. How was the plane sabotaged? I haven’t been told, just that it was something dealing with the fuel tanks. The black box was intact and showed that the fuel levels dropped dramatically, which killed the engine. From what the investigators have told me, you got lucky. With so much as a single fuck up on Richard’s part, even the Fenerec might have been killed in the crash. That he happened to be able to ditch the plane in a lake was only the first bit of luck. He did everything right, which is why you’re alive to talk about it.”

Rubbing my temples didn’t drive away my headache nor did it make it any easier for me to accept what Gerald was telling me. “You’re seriously telling me someone sabotaged the plane.”

“Yes, sir, I am.”

“Any idea who or why?”

“There’s nothing official, not yet. I have a guess, and you’re not going to like it.”

“Hit me with it, Gerald. What do you suspect?”

“I think your dress-up-like-your-brother scheme worked a little too well and someone tried to get rid of him permanently. With the mess in Oconee, plus the fact that there’s still folks in your network who think you bit the bullet, it’s entirely possible someone wanted a little good old fashioned revenge and got the wrong Anderson.”

Annoyed at the thought of having been caught up in my brother’s problems and enraged at the idea that someone was trying to kill him, I grabbed my hair and pulled on it. “I have never wanted to kill so many people in my life as I have this week.”

“Got to find out who did it first.”

“Is this one going through the court system?” I demanded.

“Unfortunately. It’s for Richard’s sake as well, since the plane did crash. He needs cleared so he can retain his piloting license.”

I swallowed back my desire to curse. “So I can’t shoot them?”

“Sorry, Jackson.”

“That’s insane. So after all of this, he’s going to have to fight to keep his license?” I couldn’t keep my disbelief out of my voice. With my worries about the three Fenerec still loose in the wilds, adding the stress of how to break the news to Richard was enough to make me want to scream and throw something. Instead, I drew a deep breath. “I could use some whiskey right now.”

“Relax, Jackson. He’s pretty much cleared now. He won’t even have to show up for a review, not once the investigators are done. He crashed the plane without damaging property and everyone on board survived. It’s cut and dry for him. With proof of sabotage, he won’t have any problems at all. Leave the investigative work to me. I’ll make sure it’s nothing more than a minor inconvenience at best. It’s time for you to have your evening dose of medicine. We both could use some sleep, seeing that everyone else seems to already be down for the night.”

“Sounds good.” While I disliked taking so many medications, I obediently tossed back all ten of the capsules. “Are you sure the doctors aren’t trying to kill me with these?”

“I’m pretty sure. Give them ten minutes and you’ll be feeling fine.”

“Look at me,” I complained, pushing away from the island to follow him upstairs. “I got my very own drug dealer and everything. I’m moving up in the world.”

The girls had deemed the guest bedroom closest to them as mine. Ruth’s floppy-eared bunny was sitting outside of the door with a pink ribbon tied to its neck. Gerald bent over to pick it up, chuckling softly. Handing it to me, he opened the door. “Looks like Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom is staying with you tonight. It’s a rule. I have him at least twice a week. I recommend you wake up before Maggie, else there will be photographic evidence. And should Ruth wake up before you, and you are not clutching Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom, there will be the wrath of a young child to pay.”

Tucking the bunny under my arm, I joined him in soft laughter. “Your warning is noted.”

I made it half a step into the bedroom before I noticed the little red wolf curled up on the pillow, one of her front paws wrapped in a white bandage. The tip of her tail covered her nose, the long hairs rustling with her breath. Evelyn clashed with the pink bedding, more evidence that the girls had been responsible for the decoration choices in the room.

“Oh, she’s pretty, just like a fox,” Gerald whispered, giving my back a companionable slap. “If she’s anywhere near as gorgeous as a human, you are one lucky man.”

For a long moment, all I could do was stare, terrified that if I moved or looked away she would disappear. I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “She is. I am. Who found her? When? How—”

“Settle down, Jackson. It’ll keep until the morning. I’m too tired to explain everything, not that I know everything, and I thought it’d be a nice surprise for you to see her for yourself. Go curl up with your lady and get some sleep. I’ll fill you in tomorrow. Richard and Vicky are also somewhere in the house, or so I’ve been told. Richard broke his arm, but it isn’t serious.”

I looked at Ruth’s rabbit, unsettled by the thought that Gerald might not be comfortable with so many Fenerec so close to his children. “Are you okay with this?”

“Okay with what?”

“So many Fenerec in your house.”

He grinned at me. “Are you serious? They’re guests. If anything, I feel more secure than normal. Fenerec guard dens to the death. My girls couldn’t be safer, not with all of their protective instincts riled up. I pity any idiot who tries to do something stupid under this roof. Do yourself a favor and keep your mouth shut. You have that baffled, trying to figure out how to thank me expression on your face. I didn’t do anything. Thank Nicole and Amber in the morning. They’re the magic workers. I’ll tell you this much, though: Evelyn was beelining her way in this direction, probably trying to get to you. That should make you feel a little better about things.”

After giving me a shove into the bedroom, he closed the door, leaving me to stare at Evelyn.

Throughout our whispered conversation, she hadn’t moved at all, her breaths slow and even. I slid my feet across the floor in my effort to keep quiet, kneeling on the carpet beside the bed, resting my elbows on the mattress. She didn’t stir as I worked my fingers into her fur. Someone had shaved her throat, and pale lines marked where she’d been cut. The injuries were mostly gone, although I could see discolorations in her fur where she had bled.

I stroked my hand down the curve of her back, blinking away the burn in my eyes. While there was plenty of room for both of us on the bed, I couldn’t bring myself to disturb her. I remained where I was, touching her to reassure myself that she was real, safe, and next to me.




~~*~~




I couldn’t sleep.

With Evelyn hurt, I didn’t want to close my eyes. If she needed me, I wanted to be awake. My restlessness drove me to pacing like a caged animal, Ruth’s Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom held under my arm. I don’t know why I carried it, but there was something calming about holding the rabbit. Finally, I set it beside Evelyn on the pillow, hoping it would give her pleasant dreams.

I dared to sit on the edge of the bed, once again digging my fingers into Evelyn’s fur to reassure myself she wasn’t a drug-induced hallucination.

A knock at the door startled me to my feet. Hurrying so the noise wouldn’t disturb Evelyn, I yanked the door open.

Amber wrung her hands in front of her. “Nicole needs your help with Richard.”

Slipping outside of the room, I closed the door behind me so we wouldn’t wake Evelyn. “What’s wrong?”

She wrinkled her nose, and with a shake of her head, she replied, “He’s a stupid stubborn mule of a man who won’t believe us when we tell him you’re fine. He broke his arm, and he’s too jumpy to let anyone look at it, not even Nicole. He’s convinced he needs to be out looking for you. What a ridiculous man. Once he confirms you’re fine, he’ll quiet down.”

I winced. “I’m sorry.”

With a puzzled look on her face, she took hold of my elbow and nudged me in the direction of the staircase to the first floor. “For what? How dare you, not being a Fenerec and lacking relative invulnerability. Give me a break, Jackson. It isn’t your fault that he’s a pig-headed Alpha. He shouldn’t even be a human, but no, he had to go try to be heroic earlier. Did Gerald tell you what happened?”

“No, he didn’t. He said it could wait until morning.”

“You were in there probably in a panic wondering what was going on and how you were supposed to protect your little lady. Typical,” she muttered. Halting at the door leading to the basement, she drew a deep breath. “Okay, here’s the short version. Richard brought Evelyn and Vicky into the pack because Evelyn was freaking out. They were convinced you were either dead or dying; they couldn’t tell because there were so many smells and a lot of blood. They couldn’t reach you, and the only way Richard knew to help you in the slim chance you weren’t already dead was to go get help. Bringing them into the pack allowed him force Evelyn away from the plane.”

I groaned, leaning against the wall. “This sounds like a disaster in the making. If Richard doesn’t kill me, Evelyn will.”

“Hardly. It gets better. From what he’s told us, about twelve hours after he herded the ladies towards civilization, Evelyn broke free of his control, turned tail, and started running. Richard and Vicky were hard-pressed to keep up, especially with him hobbling on three legs. Vicky ended up in several skirmishes with Evelyn to slow her down enough to keep Richard from falling behind.”

“Great, they’re fighting on top of it?”

“If you think that’s bad, it gets even worse.”

I covered my face with my hands. “Go on.”

“Evelyn tried to cross the 417 at rush hour. She caused a pileup, got smacked by a car, and ended up knocked out cold. At this point, Richard panics and does the absolute worst thing possible.” When Amber didn’t continue speaking, I started making guesses.

None of them comforted me.

“He changed into a human, didn’t he.”

“He sure did. You’d think Canadians had never seen a hot, naked man before.”

I couldn’t help it, I started laughing at the mental image of a naked Richard, two wolves, and a multi-car pile up on the highway. “On the highway with a pair of wolves? Please tell me it doesn’t get worse.”

“Oh, it gets worse.”

“And this is the short version? Go on. How could this possibly get worse?”

“They arrest him for indecent exposure and being on the highway as a pedestrian. They also nailed him for the possession of two exotic animals. As if that wasn’t enough, he got charged with threatening a police officer. From my understanding, he told them if they even thought of hurting his wolves, he was going to rip their spines out of their assholes.”

I winced. “Ouch.”

“That’s the short version. So, he was released, is now frantic with worry, and I have no idea how he’s going to react when he sees you—or if he’ll mistake you for your brother. He’s not exactly coherent. Nicole told me to tell you that if he tries something stupid, she’ll zap him and put him in his place, but she really thinks it’s better to let him have his way. She thinks he’ll do what he did to Vicky and Evelyn, which involved him getting all close and personal to make certain they were okay. Alpha Fenerec can be stubborn and possessive, especially when they or a member of the pack is injured. You qualify. As a final warning, Nicole said you’re pretty stubborn yourself. Let the Wookie win.”

I ran my hands through my hair. “I’ll try. No promises, but I’ll try.”

Amber rubbed my shoulders. “Don’t let him freak you out, okay? Fenerec are a touchy feely lot to begin with. He’s going to be close, in your face, and probably paw all over you. He might not be too talkative, either. Just let him do what he wants. It’s a toss up if his wolf or human side is in control right now.”

“You’re rather calm about this.”

Laughing, she opened the basement door. “I’m used to it. Richard is Richard. He’s as much a wolf as he is a human. That’s just how it is with him. Other Fenerec aren’t like him. I wish I could work with him like I can Nicole. Since I’m her witch, I can force her to attune to either her wolf or human sides. Not a chance of me doing that with Richard. With him like this? I don’t think anyone could control him. Nicole and Alex have been able to keep him downstairs, but that’s it.”

“I thought Alex was able to help him with things like that?”

Shaking her head, she replied, “No. He isn’t a witch.”

“So that leaves me?” I asked incredulously.

“You’re the only one who was injured he hasn’t had a chance to look over. Don’t worry. You’ll be perfectly safe. I can’t say the same for anyone who comes near you for the next bit, though.”

“Vicky’s okay, though?”

“Don’t worry. She got knocked around, but was the best off out of all of you. You took the brunt of it. She did need a bit of a nudge to get back into human form, but she’s fine. She’s upstairs sleeping.”

I frowned, hesitating at the top of the staircase. “If you’re expecting any form of witchcraft out of me, you’re going to be disappointed. I don’t know anything about working with Fenerec.”

“You won’t need witchcraft. You just need to be you and let him look you over. That’s it. Richard’s unbonded anyway. Good luck finding a witch capable of pushing him around. Anyway, since you’re mated to a Fenerec now, you’ll figure out the trick of it soon enough.”

“Richard seemed to think Evelyn and I were bonded,” I admitted.

Amber paused, staring at me as though seeing me for the first time. “Maybe? You earth witches have odd auras to begin with, and yours is odder than most. Then again, earth witches are just strange beasts in a class of their own. I know one who is bonded to four Fenerec. I don’t know how she does it. All I have is Nicole, and she’s a handful on a bad day. Four Fenerec? I’d go nuts.”

“I don’t suppose you can give me a few hints, can you?”

She chuckled, shooing me down the staircase. “You’re about to get a crash course in Fenerec volatility.”

I winced.

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Jackson. Taboo subject right now, isn’t it?”

“How volatile are we talking about here? I think I’ve hit my quota of hospital stays for the next year.”

“If I thought he might hurt you, I wouldn’t be bringing you to him. Let’s get this over with. I’m going to stay up here; I don’t want him thinking I’m infringing on his territory. I’m not really part of the pack, not like you are—witch and wolf bonds are finicky, but mates are always brought into the pack proper, even if you aren’t aware of it yet. As soon as he sees you—or smells you—he’s going to head right to you. I don’t want to get flattened.”

“All right.”

I made it three steps before I heard the growling, which warned me against going down into the basement at all. Amber closed the door, cutting off my route of escape. Sighing, I limped down the steps, halting at the bottom. Gerald’s basement was split into two areas; a sitting and entertainment suite and a gaming lair. The lights over the pool table, ping-pong table, and the poker table were dark. At the boundary between the two areas was a cluster of couches, armchairs, and several tall bar tables and stools.

Nicole had Richard pinned to the couch, and she was the primary source of the growls, which were answered by her husband. Alex sat on the arm of the couch, shaking his head.

When he saw me, he stood. “Jackson!”

At the sound of my name, Richard twisted out from beneath his wife, knocking her to the floor. Nicole spat curses at her husband, scrambling out of his way. Instead of going around his brother, Richard launched off the couch, plowing Alex over.

Before I could do more than realize he was headed towards me, Richard slammed into me. His hand seized the back of my head, cushioning my skull. I hit the wall hard, my breath whooshing out of my lungs. Richard’s teeth scraped against my throat, and I felt more than heard his growls. Tightening his grip on my head, he held me still.

With my neck in his teeth, I wasn’t about to move.

“Stay still,” Alex ordered.

I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. From my position pinned to the wall, I couldn’t tell which arm Richard had broken. There was nothing weak about his grip on my head. Without shifting his teeth from my throat, he grabbed at my left hand, pulling at the brace.

“Don’t move, Jackson,” Amber said from the top of the steps, her back pressed to the closed door.

“Believe me, I’m not going anywhere,” I replied, amazed they thought I was capable of pulling free of Richard when he had his teeth against my throat.

“Stupid Richard,” Nicole grumbled, sitting up. “You okay, Jackson?”

“I’m—”

Richard bit me and jolts of electricity stabbed into my head and down my spine. What I had meant to say was lost in a yelp. My legs collapsed under my weight, but Richard kept me pinned to the wall. His hand shifted to my neck, pulling me to him. I slumped against him, unable to force my tingling body to move. He secured his hold on me before sliding me down the wall, all without removing his teeth from my neck.

At least he had stopped growling.

“Nicole?” Amber asked.

“Stay there,” Richard’s wife replied. “You okay, Jackson?”

I both was and wasn’t; little jolts of electricity was zapping up and down my spine from Richard’s bite. Despite being aware of him as a predator, all of my muscles relaxed, leaving me limp in his grip.

A sane man would’ve been frightened.

I was dimly aware that I should have done something other than allow Richard to situate me to his liking, leaned against the wall with a hand on my shoulder to keep me upright. He let go of my throat, pulling back to stare me in the eye. His nostrils flared as he breathed in my scent. His gaze drifted to the stitched gash across my brow. His touch was gentle. With the attention span of one of Gerald’s girls, he turned his attention to my brace. Poking and prodding at it didn’t satisfying him. He lifted my arm, gripping me below the brace. With precise motions, he ripped open the velcro and tossed the brace aside to inspect my wrist.

“Broken?” His question emerged as a snarl.

“Shouldn’t you ask that before you take off the brace? It’s sprained,” I replied. When he applied pressure to my wrist, I hissed. After another minute or two of rubbing and investigating my arm, he lost interest, letting go of me.

I managed to exert enough control over myself to keep my hand and wrist from flopping.

His eyes focused on my stitches once again. “Stitches.”

“Messy,” I concurred, a little startled and concerned at how slurred I sounded.

“Be gentle,” Amber chided, although she didn’t leave her position on the top step. “He’s got a concussion, Richard.”

“Concussion,” he echoed, trailing his fingers across my brow. He sighed, leaned forward and rested his forehead against my shoulder. “I thought I had killed you,” he whispered.

“Did you crash the plane on purpose?”

“No!”

“Then you’re not responsible.”

“How did you live?” he asked, his tone awed. Once again, he touched my brow, all of his focus on my head injury.

“It took the rescue folk two hours and three chainsaws to get me out after they found me. From my understanding, it was about twelve hours in total,” I informed him, a hint of pride in my voice.

True to Amber’s warning, Richard was aggressive in checking me over, with zero regard for my privacy and personal space. After about ten minutes of putting up with him handling me, the tingling in my neck faded. I rubbed the spot, wincing at the soreness in my muscles. “You hit like a truck, Richard.”

“Sorry,” he replied, slumping against the wall next to me, once again resting his head on my shoulder.

“I don’t suppose you’d care to fill me in on what happened, would you?” I asked, not certain of what to make of Richard, who seemed determined to remain in physical contact with me.

“It’s a bit of a blur. I remember the engine cutting out and dropping the bird in a lake, but it’s bits and pieces.”

“Hit your head, too?”

“Apparently. I was out for twenty minutes, according to Vicky. Evelyn was out for longer. She lost her shit when we realized we had no chance of getting you out. It was Vicky who came to the conclusion that if you weren’t already dead, you would be soon enough, and there was absolutely nothing we could do about it.”

I tensed at the thought of Evelyn having been forced to face the reality of my mortality. “You brought them into the pack to get them away from the crash.”

He nodded.

“Thanks for taking care of her, Richard.”

He patted my knee. “Any time.”

“Amber told me Evelyn got hit by a car crossing the highway.”

Richard sighed. “At rush hour. It’s true. I’m sorry. I was responsible for her.”

The thought of Richard being arrested while naked trying to protect Evelyn from herself dissolved what little grip I had on my dignity. I laughed until my sides hurt. “Indecent exposure and possession of exotics,” I choked out.

“It’s true.”

I clapped my hand over my mouth in an attempt to contain my mirth. It didn’t work. “How did you get out?” I gasped out between fits of laughter.

“I threatened to eat them if they harmed so much as a hair on my wolves.”

“He actually tossed out the names of some officials between the threats,” Nicole said, wrapping her arms around her knees. “They eventually got a hold of Gerald, who called me. I busted him out. By busted out, I handed the nice police officers my phone and let them talk to one of Gerald’s coworkers, who told them it wasn’t wise to keep a panicked Fenerec in general holding. They were rather quick to release him at that point.”

“I’m surprised Gerald didn’t take care of it himself.”

“It was during one of your MRIs today,” she replied.

“Ah, no cellphones.”

“Bingo.” She sighed, resting her chin on her knees. “It’s been a long day.”

“You’re telling me,” Richard complained without lifting his head from my shoulder. “What she isn’t telling you is that while they released me from general holding, they moved me up to an officer’s cubicle—the arresting officer’s. Most of them were cowards, but that feisty little blonde…”

“Richard,” Nicole snarled.

“I can’t believe you bullied the cops,” I told Richard, prodding his arm.

“Only a little.”

“Who shaved Evelyn’s fur?” I growled. The way the sound rumbled in my throat and chest felt good.

“It was a necessary evil, Jackson,” Amber said, coming down the steps. “Feeling better, Richard?”

“Much.”

“Good, now let Jackson up. He’s still banged up, and you need to let Nicole check your arm.”

“My arm’s fine,” he grumbled. “Mine.”

“Richard, let Jackson up,” Nicole demanded.

“Nope,” I declared, stretching out my legs. “I’m not moving. Too much work.”

“And why not, Mr. Jackson?” Amber asked, standing over me with her hands on her hips.

“He’s high, that’s why,” Richard reply, grumbling as he got to his feet. Taking hold of my arm, he hauled me to my feet, ignoring my protests. When I was standing, he shoved me in the direction of the couch. “You reek of drugs, by the way. What are you on?”

“The drug dealer doesn’t let me look at the hoard,” I complained. “He just shoves them down my throat, like it or not.”

“And where does the drug dealer keep the medicines?” Richard asked, giving me a push. I flopped onto the couch in a sprawl. I sank into the cushions and made a contented sound. He worked his shoulder under me, forcing me upright so he could sit beside me. “Jackson?”

“Kitchen cupboard somewhere,” I mumbled, yawning.

“I’ll go have a look for them,” Amber said, darting up the staircase. 

Nicole sighed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you, Richard. Slamming the poor man against the wall when he has a concussion.”

“I was cradling his head,” Richard replied, stretching out his legs to prop his feet up on his wife’s knees.

Wrinkling her nose, Nicole scooted out of Richard’s reach. “Troublemaking, inconsiderate Alphas do not get to use me as an ottoman.”

“You’re too pretty to be an Otto or a man,” he replied.

“Dork.” Jumping to her feet, Nicole settled on the couch on the other side of me, sticking her tongue out at her husband before turning her attention to me. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“I’m fine, Nicole. Really. If you wanted to tell him to keep his nose and teeth to himself, though, I wouldn’t object.”

“Richard, no more biting Jackson. That’s Evelyn’s job.”

I flushed, which made her laugh.

“No. I’ll bite Jackson if I want to,” Richard replied, leaning against me. He tucked his feet up on the couch. “Mine.”

“I believe Evelyn might have something to say about that, Richard,” Nicole replied.

“She’s mine too.”

“Richard, behave.”

“No.”

Nicole sighed. “It’s like this all of the time. You just have to go posturing, abusing your poor victim, and then you act like nothing happened, cuddling up to the poor person you just traumatized. Do you ever stop to think that you might be making things worse? Jackson’s not a Fenerec. I’m pretty sure he’s not used to being felt up and snuggled by another man.”

Amused by their discussion, I watched them both. If I was supposed to feel uncomfortable by their close proximity, I didn’t. If anything, there was a sense of security in not having to worry about meeting the expectations of others.

They didn’t care I was still wearing a dingy t-shirt and a pair of jeans.

“Are you feeling traumatized, Jackson?”

“Nope. You?”

Richard leaned over me to poke Nicole in the arm. “The cop who arrested me was the feisty blonde, and she gave me a card with her number on it. I’m feeling very traumatized right now.”

“You are traumatized, but not because of the cop. Sorry, Jackson, but I think you’re going to have a Richard-shaped shadow hovering around you for a while.”

“Mine,” he confirmed.

Amber came down the stairs two at a time, carrying the white bag of prescriptions, which she tossed to Nicole. “I think that’s all of them. Richard’s right, mostly. I think high is an understatement. The painkillers are the good stuff, and half of the others cause some sort of impairment or another. How are you still walking in a straight line, Jackson?”

Without opening the bag, Nicole handed them to Richard. “Say hello to your new drug dealer, Jackson. You should see him in Yellowknife. If someone in the pack is on medications for any reason, he’ll make house calls if he has any reason to believe doses aren’t being taken right on schedule.”

“Hello,” I told Richard.

Richard laughed, nudging me with his elbow. “Damned straight it’s my job. I’ll fight Gerald for the right if I must.”

Alex came up behind me, resting his chin on top of my head. “I’ll keep him from roughing Gerald up, don’t worry.”

When Alex started rubbing at my shoulders, I leaned forward with a groan. “Please don’t stop.”

“I told you, Jackson,” Amber said, sitting at my feet. “Every last one of them is touchy feely.”

“Hey, Alex. Where’s your mate? I haven’t met her yet.”

“Since one of us needs to be functional tomorrow, she’s playing pretend as the family dog. Last I checked, she was curled up between Ruth and Beth, sound asleep.”

“I’m still amazed that Gerald is so accepting of you Fenerec.”

“Accepting? He was the one who suggested one of us change into a wolf and sleep with the girls. We’re humoring him, since it’s his house and he’s in love with the idea of having someone protect his girls through the night. No one is going to get anywhere near them with Lisa on guard duty. She’s a light sleeper, and she adores children,” Alex replied.

“That’s one thing about Fenerec I like; almost all of them love children. I’ve come to the conclusion it’s an instinct,” Amber said, using my legs as a backrest.

“Gerald is a sneaky son of a bitch,” I grumbled.

“You do realize that’s a compliment, right?” Nicole asked.

“I’m rather interested in the fact that he just cursed in front of two ladies,” Richard commented, digging through the bag of prescriptions, taking a bottle out and reading the label. “What the hell do they have you on? Half of the pharmacy? Ah, this one is an anti-nausea medication. Please tell me you haven’t been vomiting. When was the last time you ate?”

“On the way home, which was around one in the morning,” I replied. “I’m pretty sure I’m not because of the medications.”

“Good.” After rattling the bottle at me, he pulled out another one. “Oh, hey. You weren’t kidding, Amber. He really is on the good stuff. Lucky.”

“And what about you?” I demanded, jabbing his ribs. “You broke your arm.”

“It’s mostly better. A little achy, but it’ll be healed by morning.”

“Fu—”

Richard clamped his hand over my mouth. “I’ll just stop you there, Jackson. Be quiet. You’re tired, drugged, and need a warm bed with your woman. You’ll end up saying something you’ll regret at the rate you’re going.”

“That’s probably the best idea I’ve heard all night. Evelyn’s fuzzy, soft, warm, and perfect to curl up with right now. Once you go to bed, we can all get some sleep, now that Richard’s convinced you’re actually alive.” Nicole glowered at her husband. “As if Gerald would lie about something like that, you dimwit.”

While I wanted to go upstairs to be with Evelyn, I didn’t want to disturb her and the thought of climbing two sets of stairs made me wince. “She is soft and warm,” I agreed.

“He’d end up on maybe half the bed—if that—in his determination to let her rest undisturbed,” Amber said, shaking her head at me. “When I was fetching him, she was curled up on the pillow still, and the bed looked untouched otherwise. Why don’t we bring her down here? You might act all macho now, Richard, but you’ll end up pacing outside of their room in a panic, like some crazed stalker.”

“She’s got you there,” Nicole said. “All right. I’ll go bring her down. You’ve been up and down the stairs enough tonight, Amber. My turn. She doesn’t even clock in at thirty pounds, so I won’t have any trouble with her at all.”

“As if you’d have trouble with her if she weighed in at three hundred pounds,” Richard mumbled without looking up from reading medicine labels. “Welcome to the pack, Jackson. I hope you’re not shy, because you never know who you might wake up with in the morning. Think about it this way: at least you won’t get cold in the winter.”


Chapter Eighteen







When I had fallen asleep, I had been on the couch with Evelyn on my lap. When I woke up, I was on the floor in the center of an explosion of cushions and pillows. Yawning, I took in the upholstery carnage, coming to the conclusion that the Fenerec’s skewed view on personal space extended to property as well.

If my guess was correct, they had pillaged every couch and armchair in the house to build their nest. I had no recollection of how I had gotten into the middle of the mess, but Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom was on the pillow next to my head, staring at me with his beady black eyes. Evelyn was sprawled over my chest, and there was a gray wolf using my shoulder as a chin rest. When I stretched my legs, I ended up kicking Richard, who mumbled a complaint and grabbed hold of my ankle. Nicole rolled over, stretching her arms out over her husband’s chest, blinking at me with sleep-glazed eyes.

“Good luck escaping that mess,” Vicky said from her perch on the arm of the stripped couch. “I’m relieved you’re looking so well. I was certain there was no way you could have survived that crash. For Anderson’s sake, I’m glad you’re Fenerec tough.”

“Thanks, I think,” I replied, yawning again. Scratching Evelyn behind her eyes woke her. With a big yawn that showed all of her teeth, she rammed her head under my chin, warbling a canine complaint. “Where are Amber and Alex?”

“Upstairs, holding the Normals at bay. That’s Lisa, I think,” Vicky replied, pointing at the wolf using me as a pillow. “How are you feeling?”

“All things considered, fantastic.” I wiggled out from underneath Lisa, wrapped an arm around Evelyn, and lurched upright. When I fought to pull my foot free of Richard’s grip, he tightened his hold on me.

I kicked until he let go. “He’s a leech.”

Undeterred by my aggressive removal, Richard latched onto my other foot, mumbling something incoherent.

“Let go, Richard,” I demanded.

He yawned, and without opening his eyes, he replied, “It’s not time to get up. What time is it?”

“A little after ten,” Vicky replied, pointing at the clock on the wall.

“Too early,” Richard complained, twisting around to bury his face in Nicole’s hair. He didn’t let go of me.

Sitting up and wiggling out of Richard’s grip, Nicole yawned and said, “It’s time for his medicine, so hands off. Good morning, Jackson.”

Richard scowled, but his grip loosened enough for me to pull free. Scooting out of his reach, I tried to figure out how to escape the cushion nest and get up without dropping Evelyn.

“You’ll get used to it one day,” Nicole assured me, prodding Richard in the ribs. “You’ll learn to lock your doors if you want privacy.”

With a barrage of poking and nips, Nicole drove Yellowknife’s Alpha over the sea of cushions to the coffee table, which had been pushed to the side. “Where’s the meds?” he asked, squinting at the polished surface.

Vicky sighed. “You’ll have to get them from Gerald. Jackson, he asked me to tell you that once you’re awake, he has an errand to run with you.”

“I can’t win, can I? I wonder if this errand involves another trip to the hospital,” I grumbled.

“I’m afraid I don’t know.”

“Have you heard from Elliot?”

For a moment, Vicky smiled before her expression smoothed. “I have. He’s fine, in Atlanta, and dealing with the fallout from the crash. The Canadians are dealing with the investigation, and he’s trying to get involved with it. So far, it’s been a lost cause for him.”

“I don’t suppose you can rein him in, can you?” I begged.

“I’d be delighted to. Sometimes, he’s simply too enthusiastic and focused for his own good. Alas, he’s good at what he does, which is why I keep him around.”

“You must be the sort of boss that no one dares to cross,” I commented, rubbing Evelyn’s ears until she ducked her head to escape me. When she stared up at me, I bent over and kissed the tip of her nose, “Good morning.”

She nipped my chin.

“I need to find her some clothes.”

Vicky chuckled. “Already taken care of—Zachary texted Gerald with her sizes yesterday. Maggie and the girls went on a shopping spree for all of us.”

“I need to give him a raise.”

“So it seems.”

“When are you headed back to Atlanta?”

“I have a flight out tomorrow afternoon. Anderson asked me to keep an eye on you until then.”

Shaking my head, I shifted my grip on Evelyn, scratching under her chin. “I think I have enough supervision. At the rate I’m going, I’m going to need a rescue or an exorcism to get rid of Richard. Thank you for helping to take care of Evelyn for me.”

Vicky got a puzzled look on her face. “We’re pack.”

I got the feeling she wasn’t too happy about that fact. “If you think it’s weird, let’s just say I’m quite used to being on my own myself.”

“Don’t listen to him, Vicky,” Nicole said, using Richard’s back as a chair. “If he isn’t scheming with someone, he’s off telling people how to run their businesses for them. He’s good at what he does, but tends to act like he’s a lone wolf when he’s not.”

“I am a lone wolf,” Vicky retorted.

“Not anymore you aren’t.” Crossing her arms over her chest, Nicole leveled a glare at my brother’s mate. “Get used to the idea. You’re pack by your own right. We want you, and now that we have you, we’re not letting you go. Add in the fact that you’re important to Jackson’s brother, that makes you important to him, which in turn makes you even more important to us.”

Setting Evelyn down next to me, I climbed to my feet with the help of the couch. “I think I’m going to go upstairs and leave you Fenerec for this talk. I need to see what sort of errands Gerald has in mind.”

Before I could ask Evelyn if she wanted to come with me, she trotted to the staircase, watching me with jade and gold eyes. After bending over to pick up Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom, I followed after her, limping my way up the steps. When I entered the kitchen, Gerald and Maggie were the only ones in the kitchen.

“This isn’t a hotel, it’s a madhouse,” I informed Gerald, hopping up on the stool next to him. “Good morning, Maggie. Vicky says there are clothes for Evelyn somewhere?”

Hopping down from her stool, Maggie paused long enough to kiss my cheeks before she took Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom from me. “I hope you like pink, Miss Evelyn. The girls helped with the shopping—and by help, I mean dictated.”

“Evelyn makes all clothes and colors look good,” I declared. “Gerald, I have been ordered by Richard to take my medicine.”

“Medicine comes with breakfast. Pancakes, bacon, eggs, or all of the above?”

“Pancakes.”

“It’s obvious you aren’t a Fenerec. No bacon? I’m not sure we can be friends if you won’t have bacon,” he muttered, sliding off his stool to head to the stove.

“Evelyn can have my share if that’ll make you feel better.”

Maggie chuckled. “You’re just wisely avoiding Gerald’s bacon. He either burns it or its floppy. Floppy bacon is just gross. If you want good bacon, I’ll come make you some after I take care of Evelyn and make certain she’s all settled.” Evelyn put her ears back, staring at me before sighing and following after Maggie.

Once the pair was gone, Gerald said, “I have been told that the photo I took of you with the Fenerec and Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom is the most adorable thing that Ruth has ever seen. She demanded that we have it framed so it can be in her bedroom forever.” He poured me a cup of coffee and slid it across the island in my direction. “Amber told me you had an adventure with Richard last night.”

“It was an interesting evening.”

“She was suitably impressed by your masculinity.”

I choked on my coffee. “What?”

“It seems that she was impressed that you were sufficiently secure in your masculinity to avoid an outburst of homophobic insanity. According to her, that can be a bit of an issue with men learning how affectionate Fenerec can be with those in their close circles.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I spluttered. “It’s not like he was trying to sleep with me.” The only Fenerec I was interested in sleeping with was Evelyn, and I counted myself among the luckiest men alive that the feeling was mutual.

“I have photographic evidence of him and his wife curled around your feet while his brother and his wife were using you as a pillow. Poor Evelyn was forced to sleep on top of Alex just to be near you. I have no idea how you slept through that nonsense. I woke up with every last pillow in my house missing. Maggie wouldn’t stop laughing. They took mine, but left hers.”

“They stole your pillow?”

“Right out from under me. I didn’t feel them do it, those rats.”

“Well, I’m innocent of all wrongdoing. When I fell asleep, it was on the couch with Evelyn.”

Gerald chuckled, pausing in his mixing of the pancake batter to point the spoon at me. “You better watch yourself with those Fenerec. Richard’s the guilty party with his wife as an accomplice, but the clever bastard sacrificed his brother and Amber to take the fall. Alex I can scold, but Amber? She’ll jam her gun down my pants and fire if I don’t watch my mouth with her.”

“As if you’d scold a guest, even after stealing your pillow. Vicky said we have an errand to run?”

Glancing at the basement door, which was still open, he pointed at it with his spoon and shook his head. Getting up, I closed it before joining him at the counter. “Okay, what’s going on that you don’t want them hearing?” I whispered.

“We have a two o’clock to Thunder Bay,” he announced.

“We have a what?” I hissed.

“A flight. We found something that I think you’ll want to be present for.”

A chill spread through me, centered in my gut. “A flight to Thunder Bay?”

“A flight. You and me, in a plane. It’s a commercial airliner, so don’t worry.”

“Easy for you to say. Am I even allowed to fly yet?”

“I cleared it with your doctors.”

I wondered what Gerald had found, and knew with sinking certainty that it dealt with Jacqueline’s disappearance and death. For that reason alone, I’d go, but I couldn’t abandon Evelyn. “I’m not leaving Evelyn.”

“How convenient, seeing that I have a ticket for her as well.”

“You found something out about Jacqueline.”

“One of my boys did some digging and got in touch with Jacqueline’s daycare. There’s a woman who works there that might know something about what happened. I took the liberty of ordering you an official copy of her birth certificate; I thought you’d appreciate it. I don’t know how long it’ll take to process it, but the process is started. So, we have a two o’clock; we’re meeting the daycare owner after we land a bit before six. We’ll be meeting the woman, Melanie, at eight. We’ll be catching the eleven o’clock home. We should be able to go and come back without anyone being the wiser for our little trip,” he whispered.

“Why are we disguising this as an errand?”

“Simple. It’s because of Richard. If he found out I was trying to take you on a plane, he’d flip his top.”

“You’re going to get me killed. Did the thought cross your mind that this might not settle well with Evelyn? We crashed on her first flight ever.”

“Maggie’s talking to her. I don’t think it’ll take much to convince her to go to Thunder Bay.”

“I’m only going if Evelyn is as well,” I warned him.

“I thought you’d feel that way. We’re flying First Class, because Economy is too damned uncomfortable.”

“That’s something at least.”

“It’s settled, then. It’ll be a long errand, but worthwhile.”

I sighed. “Do you think this woman might really know something?”

Gerald set about making a batch of pancakes, huffing at me. “I wouldn’t have booked a flight for three if I thought it wasn’t going to pay off.”

“Planes,” I snarled.

“Pancakes,” he countered, watching the batter for bubbles. “Painkillers are optional today, but you’re to keep taking the rest of the medications.”

“Do they have to come with us?”

“Yes. I’ll be packing a carry on with everything you’ll need. There’s no way I’m giving Richard extra reasons to want to rip my head off. At least we won’t have to take any luggage.”

“That’s a blessing. Any other news on the wire I should know about?”

“Nothing yet. There’s not a whole lot we can do while we’re waiting for the ops to be ready to come north. Once we have the list in hand, it won’t take long to get IDs and covers established.” Gerald flipped the pancakes, shaking his head. “Maybe I should be grateful you don’t want bacon. The Fenerec are going to single handedly cause a bacon shortage, and we’ve only fed two of them so far this morning. Pork prices are going to skyrocket.”

“You should have seen them at the buffet. It was both horrifying and amazing. I think they forgot I’m not a raging carnivore. I ate twice what I normally would, and that didn’t satisfy them.”

“That’s because you eat like a bird,” Richard said, coming up behind me. “Did someone say bacon?”

I spun, coming nose to nose with Richard, who grinned at me. “Are you trying to scare me to death?”

Gerald chuckled. “Maggie will dazzle you with her bacon-making skills shortly. Jackson has donated his share to his lady.”

After frowning at me, Richard turned his full attention to Gerald. “What’s he eating, then?”

“Pancakes.”

“Acceptable, I suppose. I hear you have errands?”

I sighed. I still hadn’t figured out how a Fenerec could tell if someone was lying, so I tried to think of what I could say that was the complete truth without betraying the fact I was scheduled to take a flight to Thunder Bay. “A tedious and necessary errand, alas. There is something I need to attend to in person.”

“Work?” he replied, wrinkling his nose. “I’ll pass, if Gerald will be with you.”

Gerald snorted. “Thanks, Richard. I had to watch him work last night. It was fascinating for the first thirty minutes.”

I kept my mouth shut so I wouldn’t betray that I had only worked for thirty minutes.

“When you’re out, call me if you need anything at all.”

“You’re actually going to let him out of your sight?” Nicole asked, circling the island to head for the coffee maker. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Richard scowled at his wife. “Be nice. When are you two headed out?”

“We’ll head out around noon or so.”

“And when will you return?”

“One or two… in the morning,” Gerald replied with a nonchalant shrug. “Whenever we’re finished. Maybe a bit later. Unlikely any earlier than that. I caught a glimpse of his to-do list last night; it’s insane. We’ll be at this all day and then some.”

I sighed, heading back to the island to sit down. “Dying twice tends to cause work problems.”

Nicole poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Richard. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

“If you want, you could make a few calls for me. I’d appreciate it. I can write down the names, numbers, and instructions. It’ll be the same call over and over again,” I warned.

“We’re happy to help,” Richard said, hopping up on one of the stools. “Nicole has her cell. If Gerald doesn’t mind, I’ll use his home phone. Mine’s ruined. Alex has his cell, and I could ask him to pitch in. How many contacts?”

“More than three of you can handle in a day, but it’ll be a good start.”

“How many?” he pressed.

“A couple hundred, give or take a hundred.”

“What about Evelyn? She’s not going to like being left behind.”

A warm pair of arms slipped over my shoulders to wrap around me. I drew in a deep breath and savored Evelyn’s cinnamon scent. “What about me?” she murmured.

“What about you?” I asked, tilting my head back to look up at her.

“He has a full day of work errands to run,” Richard chided.

“And I’ll be going with him when he does it.” Her grip on me tightened. “Live with it.”

There was nothing gentle about the way she bit my ear. I yelped, and before I could break away from her, she latched onto my throat, growling in her throat.

I deserved it for worrying her, but her teeth hurt. I blurted, “Ouch, ouch, ouch. I’m sorry Evelyn. I—”

Turning my head with her hands, she silenced me by pressing her lips to mine. I forgot about everything except the feel of her against me.

“I’d say get a room, except you probably would, and if you did, you’d never leave the house to go on your errands,” Richard said before sighing. “Newly mated.”

Evelyn pulled away from me and kissed where she had bit me. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry.”

Sniffling and rubbing her eyes, she nodded. “I know, but I’m still mad.”

I kissed the tip of her nose. “I’m angry, too. I had to see my father.”

With raised brows, Richard stared at me. “That must have been something.”

“Quiet, Richard.” Nicole pinched Richard in the arm before turning her glare on me. “Have you opened the box?”

“I totally forgot about it,” I admitted.

“Where is it?”

Gerald chuckled, piling pancakes on a plate before handing it to me, along with a bottle of maple syrup. “I’ll go get it. It’s on top of a shelf so the girls wouldn’t get into it.”

“Later,” I replied, waving Gerald off.

“Nonsense.” It didn’t take long for him to return with the box.

I glared at it. “Do you think he meant peace offering as a way to end a war or as a way of saying that it’s full of poison and that I’m to rest in peace?” Drowning my pancakes in maple syrup, I stabbed at the stack.

“The first,” Nicole replied, grabbing a fork. When she eased her way near my plate, I held my fork at the ready. I batted away her first jab at my food. She managed to stab a chunk off my pancakes, dripping maple syrup all over the counter. “I know what’s in it because I wasn’t letting the asshole into my car until he told me.”

“Nicole,” Richard chided.

“What? It’s okay for you to call him an asshole but I can’t? Bullshit.”

Watching them with wide eyes, I went to work on my pancakes before Nicole tried to steal more of my food. The pair settled into calling each other names. Evelyn leaned against my back, resting her chin on my shoulder.

“I think they’re scoring for points,” she said.

“I wonder who is winning.”

Nicole’s cheek flushed when Richard complimented her on her feminine assets, and for a long moment, she stood speechless.

“Richard,” Evelyn replied, hugging me tightly. “I’m sorry I bit you.”

“Nibble on me later to make up for your crimes,” I told her in a stern voice.

“I really thought you had died. I didn’t believe it until I came in here and smelled you all over the house.”

I poked her nose. “Yet you ran all this way, got hit by a car, and made Richard flash all of the ladies in Ottawa. I’m mad at you, Miss Evelyn. You should know better than to run out in traffic like that. You also sacrificed what little dignity Richard had,” I teased.

“Oops.”

“Oops, indeed,” I murmured. “Please look both ways before crossing the street.”

Richard snorted. “It was a highway, not a street.”

I pointed my fork at him. “I am giving her the benefit of the doubt. Be quiet.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Are you okay now?” I asked, spearing a piece of pancake. When she opened her mouth to reply, I fed it to her. Her eyes widened, and she nodded while chewing.

Nicole stole another piece of my pancakes. “Gross. You two are sweeter than the syrup.”

“Deal with it,” I replied. Everyone stared at me while Evelyn laughed.




~~*~~




With a little help from Zachary, I left Richard with a list of three hundred names and phone numbers along with time zone notations. Leaving them to reassure my contacts I was among the living and was in process of replacing my phone, I left with Gerald and Evelyn. The first ten names on the list would keep them busy for hours; Zachary had called in a few favors to keep the Fenerec distracted while we left town.

With a little luck, we’d be back long before they noticed something was amiss.

I don’t know how Gerald had done it, but Evelyn and I were traveling under Canadian passports. We breezed through security, leaving us with an hour to waste before the flight. We spent it wandering the terminal. By having skipped my dose of painkillers, I talked Gerald into a trip to the bar, where I enjoyed a double of whiskey at his expense.

It took the edge off of my nervousness at the idea of boarding a plane.

I wasn’t the only one breathing a sigh of relief when we arrived in Thunder Bay without incident. We headed out of the terminal to the car rental kiosk, trying to ignore how many people were staring at me. While there had been some businessmen on board, I was one of the only people dressed in a full suit with tie. Next to Evelyn and Gerald, both of whom were dressed in jeans, I stood out.

It annoyed me when they stopped staring at me to gawk at Evelyn, who was wearing a pink sundress over her tight jeans.

I was so distracted glaring at those who were admiring my Fenerec that she startled me when she prodded me in the ribs with her elbow. “When are you going to open the box?”

“The box?”

“From your father.”

“Ah. Eventually.”

“Open it,” she demanded, grabbing the carry on from Gerald to thrust it at me.

I shook my head, shrugged the strap into place on my shoulder, and nudged her back. “I can’t believe you brought it.”

“Live with it. Gerald, where are we meeting these people?”

“Melanie is at a lodge about an hour outside of the city. The daycare is about a twenty-minute drive from here—maybe a bit longer than that. We’ll grab something to eat after we’re done at the daycare,” he replied, increasing his pace when we came into view of the rental car counter. “She said to expect about an hour for her to explain everything, which should give us barely enough time to catch our flight back.”

I grimaced at the thought of rushing through airport security to head back to Ottawa. “Wonderful.”

“I’m still amazed you’re not wearing your brace,” he said.

“Richard mauled it. It doesn’t hurt, so leave it alone, Gerald.”

“Richard mauled your brace?”

“A part of last night’s adventure. He was a bit enthusiastic getting it off, as he wanted a look himself.”

“I’d say you’re not feeling any pain because you’re hopped up on painkillers, but you skipped them so you could have whiskey.” Wrinkling his nose in his disgust, Gerald stood in line for a rental.

“Behave,” Evelyn ordered.

“So, what about this Melanie woman? Anything I should know before going into this meeting?”

“I think it’s best for you to hear it from the source,” he replied.

I tensed. “That doesn’t sound promising.”

“There’s a reason for that.”

Gerald let me stew on it, ignoring my questions so he could fill out the paperwork for the car. Once we had the keys, Gerald evicted me to the back seat with Evelyn. While he drove, I fought the urge to curse at him.

“Why don’t you open the box?” Evelyn asked, leaning against me, trailing her fingers across the back of my hand.

I scowled at her, pointing at her seat belt. “Maybe if you buckle up.”

Pouting at me, she obeyed. “The box, Jackson.”

“If you want to know what is inside so badly, you can open it,” I replied, digging through the carry on to pull out the black shoebox. It had been taped closed with packaging tape by Gerald to keep it from spilling on the flight.

“No. He gave it to you. Be nice and see what he gave you.”

Gerald angled the rear-view mirror to look at us. “No fighting or kissing and making up back there. If you’re that desperate, I’ll get you a hotel room on the way back to the house when we’re in Ottawa.”

Evelyn laughed. “I’ll spare you, but I’m not sure about him.”

“It’s always my fault, isn’t it? Gerald, just take one look at her. Can you blame me?”

“I’m invoking the Charter on this one, Jackson. There’s no safe answer; you, Maggie, or Evelyn will end up cranky at me.”

Prodding me, Evelyn pointed at the box. “Open it!”

“Fine, fine. If it’ll make you happy, I’ll open it.” I peeled off the strips of tape securing the lid. Tossing it onto the empty seat, I discovered five boxes wrapped in pink and silver paper. “More pink? I thought this was a peace offering, not a declaration of war.”

“There is nothing wrong with the color pink,” Evelyn growled.

“On you, it’s lovely. On a so-called peace offering, it’s the opening volley of war.”

“You have doomed yourself to a lifetime of pretty pink presents, Jackson,” she warned, grinning at me.

“If you’re asking for a pink wardrobe, including bathrobe, I give to you all of my credit cards and an unlimited budget.”

Choking on a laugh, Gerald shook his head. “No flirting. Nicole’s right; you two are sweeter than syrup, and that’s just wrong.”

“You have to admit it, Gerald. He earns perfect points for a smooth delivery.”

I widened my eyes. “This is graded now? When did they start grading, Gerald?”

“Since the beginning of time. I thought you knew this. So, what’s in the box?”

Groaning, I picked up a square box. It was too small to be a phone, too large to be a ring a box, which led me to believe it contained a watch to replace the one wrecked in Oconee. “More boxes. Ten bucks says Elliot told him my old watch had an accident.”

“Fool’s bet. Shame about that old watch of yours; it was a nice piece, if I recall correctly. One of Rolex’s better ones, wasn’t it?”

“It was a good watch. I’ll give him credit there, he does have good tastes.”

Evelyn bounced beside me, her gaze fixed on the box. “Don’t just sit there talking about it. Open the box!”

“Gerald, in case I somehow forget, remind me that Evelyn really likes presents.”

“It’ll cost you.”

Smirking, I took my time unwrapping the present, peeling away every scrap of tape. “Any bets on brand before I open this up, Gerald?”

“It won’t be a Rolex. He’s either going to buy you the best and the most expensive he can get his hands on or he’s going to go with reliable, expensive, and something with double meanings. I’ll go all in on either a Jaeger-LeCoultre or an Omega.”

“Him? An Omega? You’re joking,” Evelyn blurted.

“And thus proving Mr. Anderson’s love of irony and taunting his sons—even the one that technically doesn’t exist. He’s a jackass, Evelyn. There’s no doubt in my mind about that. But, if he can double down annoying his sons, he will. He’s probably been sitting on that watch for years, just waiting for a chance to tease you with a gift you won’t refuse, Jackson.”

“If it hadn’t been for the circumstances, it would have been a cold day in hell before I’d let him,” I muttered.

“Exactly. Evelyn, you’re such a good influence on him. At the rate you’re going, he’s going to sound like a modern man instead of a reject from two hundred years ago.”

I scowled, realizing I had let a mild curse slip. “It’s the drugs.”

“No, I’m pretty sure it’s the pretty lady glued to your side, old friend. Now open the damned box already.”

“I’m telling Maggie you’ve been sneaking peeks at Evelyn.”

“Don’t worry, I caught Maggie sneaking peeks at her, too. Who wouldn’t? You caught yourself a beauty, Jackson.”

I was torn between pleasure at his compliment and wanting to rip his eyes out. “Gerald…”

“He didn’t catch me, Gerald. I ruthlessly hunted him down. I’m the predator. He’s the rabbit.”

“It must not have been a very taxing hunt for you, then. My bet is that you make other women question their sexuality just by walking down the street.”

Evelyn grinned. “You’re so sweet.”

“Stop hitting on my woman,” I growled.

Grinning at me in the mirror, he said, “I hope you don’t mind the jealous type, Evelyn.”

“I like him just as he is.”

“She’s a keeper, Jackson. You’re going to have to tell me—in detail—just how you managed to win her.”

“I told you. He’s a rabbit and I hunted him down.”

Unable to resist the urge, I nipped Evelyn’s neck before turning my attention back to the box. Beneath the wrapping was a wooden box stained a cherry red. “Irony wins; it’s an Omega,” I announced.

When I opened it, I was startled to discover two watches within. One was meant for a lady, featuring a red gold casing and a mother of pearl dial, which was ringed in diamonds.

“Oh my God,” Evelyn whispered.

“Nice watch?” Gerald asked.

“Watches. Apparently someone’s been tattling about my having become prey to a pretty lady.” I took the watch out, admiring its sleek lines before capturing Evelyn’s hand and slipping it onto her left wrist. “I do believe this is for you.”

“No way,” she replied, shaking her head so hard her hair whipped against her cheeks. “I can’t wear that. Impossible. It’s worth more than my house, I’m sure of it.”

“Nonsense,” I murmured, batting her hands away when she tried to take it off. “Beautiful watches should be worn by even prettier ladies.”

“Wear the watch, Evelyn. It’ll make him happy, even if his father was the one to buy it. How about yours, Jackson?”

Mine featured an onyx dial encased in white gold with a black leather strap. Unlike Evelyn’s, it featured a telemetric scale, a minute track, a tachometry scale, a thirty minute recorder, and a seconds dial. “It’s excessive.”

I doubted I’d use most of the watch’s features, but the face was attractive and elegant, just like I liked it.

“Is that a compliment I heard?”

Evelyn took the watch from me, strapping it into place on my left wrist. “It’s lovely and it suits you, Jackson. It’s elegant, sophisticated, and complicated.”

“Gerald’s going to end up yelling at us if you keep talking like that,” I warned her.

“I’ll make a note to tell him that the watches are a hit with the lovebirds,” Gerald said. “What else is he bribing you with?”

I had to admit I liked the watch, but it was the way Evelyn gawked at hers that warmed me. When she smiled, it was almost enough to make me set aside my dislike for my father—and to accidentally send a wedding invitation his way when we reached that point in our relationship. Picking another box out, I shredded the paper, earning a laugh from Evelyn.

I arched a brow at the pair of cell phones in the next box. Hers was white and gold while mine was dark gray. “Phones, of all things.”

“Well, you can’t say it’s not a useful gift, seeing that yours died.”

“Murdered by a Fenerec,” I confirmed.

Evelyn giggled, snatching the box with the white and gold phone. “I’m liking these peace offerings. You’ll have to introduce me to your father so I can thank him directly—and warn him if he even thinks about hurting you, I’ll rip his face off.”

“I love this woman,” I informed Gerald.

“I’d have to be a blind idiot not to notice.”

Handing Evelyn my phone, I pursued the remaining gifts. One box proved to contain a custom set of car keys. Puzzled, I flipped them over in my hand. Any indicator of the make and model had been removed. “Now he’s just being mean. An invitation to find an unknown car? Give me a break. That’s not a peace offering, it’s torture. I don’t even have anywhere to put more cars.”

“Buy your mistresses a better house,” Gerald suggested.

“Hey!”

“Suppose you could buy a better house for your new wife, too.”

“I can’t win, can I? No matter what I say, I can’t win,” I complained.

“Park the babies on the grass?” Evelyn suggested.

“You do not treat a nice car that way. You do not park the babies on the grass. Fine. Maybe we’ll buy a new house. That cottage is too small anyway,” I muttered, wondering how many more changes I could handle before suffering from a mental breakdown.

“You could just move into my place, once I’m cleared of the Inquisition. I can fit four cars.”

My eyes widened as all of the practical problems of home ownership crashed down on me. “Do you have a house sitter?” I demanded.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine for a few weeks.”

I drew a deep breath, wondering how to push the point. I couldn’t let her home be ruined because of me.

Gerald cleared his throat. “Evelyn, dear. Let him win this one. It’ll worry him if you don’t, and it won’t cost you anything letting him have his way. I already reminded your brother to have someone watch your place, by the way—he beat me to the chase.”

“Not helping, Gerald.”

Tugging on my hand to catch my attention, Evelyn asked, “Would it make you happier if I had a house sitter?”

“A bit,” I admitted.

“Then I’ll hire one.”

“See? I am helping. What else is in the box beyond a car-lover torture device?”

“Copies of keys without make or model is a bit evil,” Evelyn said, taking the keys from me to spin them around her finger.

The next box proved to be a second set of keys with pink fobs. Shaking my head, I tossed them onto her lap. “Welcome to the club, sweetheart. I can’t say he’s playing favorites this time. But seriously? A pink key fob? How did…” I sucked in a breath and stared at Gerald. “You are his informant?”

I hadn’t told anyone else I was interested in a car for Evelyn.

“Me?”

“You!”

“Did you talk to my father before he came to Ottawa?” I demanded.

“Maybe a little.”

“A little? What did you tell him?”

“I didn’t. I simply encouraged him to speak to his other son about certain matters,” Gerald confessed. “I’m absolved of guilt, Jackson. I didn’t tell him about the incident with the Yaris until after he was already in Toronto. There’s no way he had time to buy a pair of cars and get custom keys made in the time he’s been in Canada. He must have been sitting on them, pink fobs and all.”

Scowling, I stared at the pink fob. “Elliot heard me mumbling about your purse, didn’t he?”

“He did,” Evelyn replied, grinning at me. “He must have been talking with Daddy.”

I shuddered. “That’s horrible, Evelyn. Don’t do that. Just don’t.”

“I think he’s reached his limit on fatherly affections. Anything else in the box?”

“One more thing,” I replied, picking up the package. It proved to contain a battered journal with a memory stick taped to the cover along with a pair of wedding rings. My mouth hung open, and all I could do was stare at them.

“Oh,” Evelyn gasped.

“What? What is it?” Gerald demanded.

“Wedding rings,” she whispered, taking the journal from me. She traced her finger around both of the rings. The large solitaire diamond glittered.

My father had no business buying us rings, but I couldn’t deny I wondered how beautiful it would be on her hand. I shivered.

“I think it’s a hint,” Gerald said, chuckling. “I think you have scored his approval. Elliot must have taken some photos with his cell and sent them over to your father.”

“If that fits you, I’m hunting them both down and beating them,” I swore.

If the rings didn’t fit, I’d be surprised.

“It’s really pretty,” Evelyn said.

“It’s well suited for the woman who is supposed to wear it,” I replied, clenching my teeth at the thought of my father’s meddling.

“He approves,” Gerald repeated.

“We don’t need his approval,” I snapped.

Leaning against me, she seized my hand and kissed my palm. “You’re just upset because it’s a pretty ring and he didn’t give you a chance to buy one for me first.”

“Maybe,” I conceded. “Maybe I’m mad because he didn’t even give me a chance to propose properly before buying rings.”

“I don’t think they’re new,” Evelyn said, freeing her band from the journal, squinting at the inside of the band. “It doesn’t feel new.”

“Feel? What do you mean?”

“Old things have a weight to them. Silver’s the worst, but even gold has it—and gemstones. These feel old. They’ve been passed down.”

“It doesn’t hurt you does it?” I asked in alarm, chilled at the thought of what a silver bullet had done to her.

“No, no. It’s not like that. It just feels old. Is it really a diamond, Jackson? This big stone?”

I took the ring from her, staring into the depths of the gem. Unlike with the dead, sensing gemstones took a little effort on my part, but I could feel the stone’s strength and purity as warmth in my hand and a tickle in my head. “It’s real.”

“Wow.”

The stone hidden in the pouch under my shirt shared the ring’s warmth, sending a shiver racing down my spine. Unlike the ring, there was a taint to the blood-red gem, something that went beyond the imprint of the dead. I shook my head, recoiling at the slithering sensation associated with the jewel.

“I won’t wear it if you don’t want me to,” Evelyn said, tugging at my sleeve.

Instead of answering, I took hold of her left hand, massaging at her palm. If my father wanted to throw me under the bus, it was a suicide I had already dedicated myself to. I’d be angry with him—and at myself for not acting faster to stake my claim on her before someone could edge in on my turf—but I wasn’t going to throw away my chance to make certain the world knew she was mine. Before I could second guess myself, I slipped the ring onto her finger.

It fit.

I was going to hunt my brother and father down and beat them both.

Evelyn held out her hand, admiring the ring. “Your father is a stalker. You know it means you’ll have to beat him now, right?”

“I’ll make sure to thank him for that—with my fist,” I swore.

“It’s okay. I have to beat him, too.” She retaliated by grabbing the other ring and shoving it onto my finger. “Mine.” Grinning at me, she said, “Your father is a stalker. They both fit.”

“Normal people would be calling the police,” I muttered.

“Okay, settle down back there, kids. We’re almost to the daycare. The owner said he’d be waiting for us.”

I sucked in a breath. What would I learn at the daycare, if anything? All I would likely come away with was a glimpse of Jacqueline’s life. It hurt thinking about it.

Gerald parked in front of a red bricked, two-story building. A fence shielded the front yard playground from the street. A concrete sidewalk led to the front door. I was the last out of the car, wondering how many times Jacqueline had played out on the grass with other children.

Evelyn handed me the gray cell. “Looks like he already had both put on a plan, though they’re a little low on battery.”

“How convenient,” I muttered, stashing it in my pocket. I’d decide how to deal with the phone—and the various liberties my father had taken with the gifts—later.

After straightening my collar and tie to her liking, she kissed me on the cheek. “There. You’re ready.”

I wasn’t, but I doubted I ever would be.

“The owner’s a Fenerec,” Gerald warned in a whisper. “It’s not public knowledge, so let’s keep it that way. He and his mate take care of some of the more… troublesome children in the area.”

“Troublesome?”

It wasn’t until Evelyn jabbed me in the ribs that I realized I was growling.

“I’m just telling you what I was told, Jackson. Chill. You’re about as bad as Richard today. I’m going to have to tell him to stop being a bad influence on you,” Gerald replied, knocking on the door.

Moments later, a young man in jeans and a t-shirt with his long dark hair tied into a braid answered. A beaded headband with a pair of feathers attached to it circled his brow. Maybe a Normal would have believed his eyes were hazel, but I met the gaze of a wolf. Instead of animalistic fury, there was something gentle and quiet about the way he regarded me.

Evelyn sucked in a breath. “Omega.”

The two Fenerec stared at each other before the man smiled. “You suit him far better than that witch. Come in.” His attention focused on me. “You must be Jacqueline’s father.”

Stepping out of our way to let us in, he closed the door after us. When he held out his hand, I shook with him. While the wolf lingered in his eyes, I couldn’t find any other evidence of the predator lurking under his human skin.

The place with its child-centric furniture and scattering of toys and books felt more like a home than a daycare. A sense of safety and security enveloped me. I took in the crayon art plastered to the wall, along with the framed pictures of untamed forests and mountains.

“Thank you for meeting with us,” I said, wondering if I would ever be comfortable with the idea of acknowledging I was a father. How could I?

I had failed Jacqueline in every way possible.

“Melanie told me you would be going to the lodge to see her tonight. She was the closest to little Jackie. I’m afraid if you’re looking for a happy story, you will be disappointed,” he warned, gesturing for us to follow him down the hall, passing by a sprawling playroom filled with tiny tables and chairs, toys, and cushions. “I am called Nirliq. My father was born of an Inuit tribe. My mother was a settler. Be welcomed in my home, and may the spirits safeguard you.”

“I’m Jackson. This is Evelyn and Gerald,” I replied, stuffing my hands in my jacket pockets.

Nirliq regarded Gerald with a slight frown. “I know of Gerald. You are a man of many pursuits and talents, Mr. Leclerc. You are both an enemy and an ally of my people, which makes yours an interesting presence. I’m afraid your reputation precedes you, Mr. Anderson. Jacqueline’s mother was not well liked, and I’m afraid you carry a worse reputation than she. Your daughter, however, was much loved. I see the child favors you in the things of import. I hope you find her, Mr. Anderson. We were dismayed when she disappeared. As for her mother? No true loss there. In her time with us, your daughter was a radiant sun.”

After glancing at me, Gerald asked, “Why do you dislike Suzanne so much?”

Leading us into a small kitchen with a table barely big enough for four, Nirliq leaned against the counter. “Please, sit. Allow me to make us some tea.”

“Thank you,” Evelyn replied, taking a seat and patting the chair beside her. While I wanted to stand so I had an outlet for my growing nervousness, I sank down beside her.

Filling a kettle with water, he turned on the stove. “Miss Suzanne was not a good mother. It didn’t help matters that little Jackie disliked her so much. She was young, but she was wise for her age. She believed that her mother had done an unjust thing to you, her father. Jackie would throw tantrums when her mother came for her. Once, she demanded her father. That was when Miss Suzanne slapped her. Little Jackie disappeared the next day.”

My rage ignited, burning hot and fast before chilling me through to the bone. “Suzanne hit Jacqueline?” I growled, and for a brief moment, I wished I were a wolf, so I could bury my fangs deep into my wife’s throat.

I couldn’t hurt the dead, and that only served to make me angrier.

“Only once that I know of. I apologize, Mr. Anderson. This must be difficult for you. If I had reason to believe that Miss Suzanne would strike your daughter, I would have intervened. I told Miss Suzanne that it would be wise if she restrained from hitting her little one, be it in public or otherwise. She had seemed sincere in her apologies.” Nirliq pulled down four mugs from the cupboard, before he turned to me, his dark eyes boring into me.

Forgiving the man for not protecting my daughter was one of the hardest things I had ever done. It wasn’t his fault, and I told myself that until I believed it, and could speak without my turmoil leaking into my voice. “It is not your fault. I appreciate you telling me of this.”

“Melanie has pictures of Jacqueline. I do have one question for you, Mr. Anderson.”

When the kettle whistled, Nirliq poured the tea, sliding one of the mugs in front of me. It smelled of citrus and mint with a hint of spice. “Ask.”

“Many children who are angry with their parents will say unkind things. Jackie was often calling her mother a bad witch. You, on the other hand, were always a good witch. Miss Suzanne had always been adamant that you had walked out on them—”

I dropped the mug. Before it slid out of my fingers, Evelyn caught it from the bottom without spilling it, setting it aside. The sound I made was the strangled cry of a dying animal. I shook, unable to say a coherent word.

The wolf in Evelyn’s eyes burned bright, devouring all but a sliver of her stony jade. “Lies,” she snarled.

Nirliq held his hands up in surrender. “So I see. He is, perhaps, almost as much of a wolf as you and I, for all he stinks of witch. I want to know why she lied. Perhaps it is important.”

I couldn’t force any words out through my tightened throat. The last betrayal, the claim that I had been the one disloyal, that I would even consider leaving Suzanne, drilled a hole into my chest. A spot of warmth grew, numbing the pain.

My daughter wasn’t alive, but she was with me.

Evelyn took hold of my hand, pressing my palm to her cheek. “Jackson, tell him.”

I drew a shaking breath and nodded. It took every bit of my will and courage to whisper, “She faked her death. She had been six months pregnant. I didn’t know Jacqueline had been born until this week.”

My voice sounded broken.

Nirliq’s eyes widened. “I had not thought the situation so severe. I apologize for upsetting you. It isn’t uncommon for mothers to win custody even when it is obvious they are not fit to be mothers. It explains a lot. Jacqueline did not like her mother, not at all. It makes me wonder, however. She always spoke kindly of you. Yet, you did not ever meet?”

“If I had known…”

I couldn’t finish the sentence. The number of possibilities overwhelmed me. Maybe Suzanne had been wise to fake her death. Had I known I had a daughter, I wouldn’t have stopped from trying to have her in my life. That Suzanne would go so far to cut me out infuriated me even more.

Sliding into the chair across from me, Nirliq stared at Evelyn. “I think I understand why you chose him, Miss Evelyn. Mr. Anderson, your fury is understandable, as is your grief. Do not let it fester.”

I clenched my teeth. “Easier said than done, Nirliq.”

Evelyn gave my hand a squeeze. “Do you know anything about Suzanne? What was she doing here? Do you know why she hated Jackson so much?”

“I’ll admit that I’m baffled. Jacqueline didn’t share her mother’s last name—she has yours, Mr. Anderson. She also seems to carry more than your last name. Were you wed? She went by her maiden name.”

“We were.” If Suzanne hadn’t died, if she still somehow lived, that wouldn’t last long.

“How odd. If I were to judge from her attitude, you had a casual relationship at best. You are nothing like I expected.”

“Which was? Nothing good,” I muttered.

“Frankly speaking, Mr. Anderson, a bum.”

With my free hand, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Excuse me, but did you just say a bum?”

A hint of the predator emerged in Nirliq’s smile. “A hobo, street rat, general layabout, and a scavenger. A bottom feeder,” he replied, pushing my mug towards me. “Drink, Mr. Anderson. It is calming.”

At a loss of what I could possibly say in reply to his words, I obeyed. The tea had a strong citrus flavor with undertones of mint and a lingering teasing of spice. “I feel like I need to call Elliot and get him to text me a photograph of my taxes to prove my worth.”

“Elliot?”

“My younger brother. I assure you, I am not a bum.”

“She was a whore though,” Evelyn hissed.

“I try to avoid such name calling,” Nirliq said, his tone of disapproval.

“Oh, no,” I replied, setting the tea down. “It’s not name calling if it is the truth. Suzanne was a prostitute—a whore. She was trying to pay her rent and for her schooling. I took her home with me one night and told her she could stay if she stopped selling herself for an evening’s thrill.” I growled at the memory. “I paid her what she would have otherwise made, since she refused to accept the money outright. We got married a while later.”

“Interesting. And you could afford this? Forgive me for being so forward, but I was under the impression that you were not financially stable.”

Gerald reached over and tapped the back of my hand. For a moment, I wanted to resist his attempt to keep me quiet, but I relented, nodding to him.

“Mr. Yazzie,” my longtime friend began. There was a slight rumble to his voice, betraying his anger. “I assure you that Jackson is not under any form of financial duress—now or then. He was wealthy long before he met Suzanne. He simply chooses to live within the means of those who work for him.”

“I didn’t mean offense. It surprises me, that is all. I’m afraid I was not expecting such a well-dressed gentleman. We were given a far different impression of you. I really do hope that you are able to find your daughter. I feel responsible for her disappearance. Suzanne was a very skilled liar, it seems.”

Evelyn snorted. “Jacqueline knew.”

After a long moment of silence, Nirliq nodded. “So it seems. I forget how honest children can be, if we choose to listen to them. In that, I failed your daughter as well as you. I think you will learn the most about Jacqueline with Melanie. I will make some calls and ask around; others may know more than I. Is there a number that I can reach you at?”

“Yes.” I pulled out the new cell phone, opened the contacts, and located the number, sliding the phone to Nirliq. Picking it up, he went to the counter. “If you could add your contact, I would appreciate it.”

He did so. “I will call you soon. When do you leave Thunder Bay?”

“We have an eleven o’clock flight out.” Gerald hesitated. “We might be able to delay if needed.”

“Two hours,” Nirliq replied, handing the cell back to me. “I will call you then, Mr. Anderson.”

“Thank you, Nirliq.” We shook hands.

“I will pray for your success.”

I forced a smile but couldn’t speak. If I did, he would hear my lies. No prayer could bring the dead back to life.


Chapter Nineteen







It took us a little over an hour to reach the lodge, which consisted of log cabins hidden deep in the woods. I stared out the window at the only building with lights on, wondering how much more I could handle. I clung to the tattered ruins of my temper, holding my irritation and anxiety at bay by clenching my teeth.

“Are you okay, Jackson?” Gerald asked as he shut off the engine.

“No.”

“I can talk to Melanie if you’d like.”

“No.” It was a lie, but Jacqueline was my child, not his. I turned away from the window to stare at my left hand.

Neither the watch nor ring weighed that much, but everything they represented smothered me. Everything I had pushed aside in my anger at my father became clear, like the stilling of a pond after a long rain. They were more than peace offerings.

They were hope in a future, not for me, but for my father.

I was alive.

Jacqueline was not, and because of that, I understood. In the morning, I’d do what I should have done years ago. On the phone he had given me, I would call him.

My anger dissolved and slipped out of me on a sighed breath. I got out of the car, holding the door open for Evelyn.

“I’m here,” she whispered, taking hold of my hand.

“I know. Thanks,” I whispered, pausing to rest my forehead against hers.

So long as she was with me, I’d keep myself together somehow.

Following after Gerald, we headed to the largest of the cabins. The door opened before we had a chance to knock.

While the man standing before us had gray hair, he had an ageless look to him. The plaid flannel shirt and tattered jeans suited his squared features. Wolf-yellow eyes focused on me. “You the Anderson fellow?”

The Fenerec growled, and something about him made me want to bust my knuckles on his face. I met his gaze and replied, my tone cold, “I am. We’re here to see Melanie.”

“Melanie doesn’t want to see a scum sucker like you,” the Fenerec replied.

“Chris, back off,” someone said from within the lodge. The voice was deep and sharp with annoyance. “Let’s see what the creeper has to say for himself.”

I placed my hand on Evelyn’s stomach and gave her a gentle push back. She didn’t move far, but enough I could get between her and the Fenerec. I wanted her back in the car, but she wouldn’t go, even if I begged her to—which I wanted to do.

Instead of backing away, Chris stood as straight as he could in his effort to match me in height. All I could think about was that the other man prevented me from learning more about my daughter’s fate.

If he wanted a fight, I’d give it to him, Fenerec or not.

“Move,” I whispered.

Behind Chris, there was a gathering of at least ten men, who stood around a large couch capable of sitting six. They tensed, their yellowed eyes focused on me.

“Who is going to make me? You?”

Evelyn twisted her hand free of me, stepped forward, and before I could stop her, she slammed her fist into Chris’s gut. When he bent over with a wheezed gasp, she hopped and smashed her knee into his face. “Me. No one touches my mate.”

“You’re a fucking idiot, Chris.” The dark-haired man who stepped forward reminded me of Nirliq, sharing similar chiseled features. Instead of a headband, he wore a beaded necklace. “Excuse him, he’s new to the pack and hasn’t learned his manners yet.”

When Chris reached for Evelyn’s ankle, my hold on my temper snapped. I didn’t know what I snarled as I cracked my foot into his ribs, but the native flinched. “If you touch her, I’ll kill you.”

Chris writhed, wheezing for air.

Gerald cleared his throat, giving my arm a tug to pull me back. I stood firm without moving my gaze from the Fenerec at my feet. “Gentlemen, we’re here to see Melanie. I would like to state if you happen to touch either one of them—or me, for that matter—Richard Murphy is going to come deal with you in person. I recommend you stay out of Jackson’s way, because if he finds out any one of you had something to do with his little girl’s murder, I’ll be helping him bury the bodies—if, of course, his mate leaves enough to bury.”

“What do you three have to do with Richard Murphy?” the native demanded.

“We’re pack,” Evelyn hissed.

“Business partner,” I replied. “I’m Evelyn’s witch and mate, and by association, pack.” I pointed at Gerald. “He’s a family friend. Where’s Melanie?”

“She isn’t here.”

“Well, if she’s not here, we’re leaving,” I said, turning to do just that.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of movement. I twisted, bringing my hand up to intercept the native’s fist.

Evelyn shoved me aside, and the punch caught her in the shoulder with the crack of breaking bones. With a strangled gasp, she collapsed against me. I caught her as she slumped to the floor. Thunder roared in my ears, and the ground lurched beneath me. I settled her at my feet, stepping over her to come between her and the Fenerec, all of my focus on him.

I clacked my teeth. When I got a hold of him, I was going to do more than just kill him for touching Evelyn. Something crashed to the floor nearby. Evelyn wrapped herself around my leg, upsetting my balance. I froze, afraid if I moved, I would hurt her more.

The native scrambled back out of my reach.

“Oh, shit,” Gerald spluttered, grabbing hold of my elbow. I yanked away from him, my gaze locked on the Fenerec. Torn between standing guard over her and ensuring none of them could ever lay a hand on her—or anyone—ever again, I remained in place. I shook.

Somewhere deeper within the lodge, glass shattered on ceramic.

“Wait, Jackson,” Evelyn gasped out, drawing my attention to her. She secured her hold on my leg with her left hand while her right arm hung limp at her side.

“He touched you,” I snarled. There was a wild, rough edge to my voice, matching my need to protect her from the other Fenerec.

“I’ll be okay, Jackson. It’s okay. I’m okay. Stop. They might know something about Jacqueline.”

My breath came hard and heavy as I considered her breathless words. “If they know something, I will snap every bone in their bodies until they tell me.”

All of them flinched. The other Fenerec swarmed the native, pulling him back. Chris crawled away from me, holding a hand to his bloodied nose.

“Jesus Chris, Sven, he’s a witch,” one of them hissed. “Back off, man.”

I couldn’t tell if the blond was talking to me. When I drew a deep breath, Evelyn’s cinnamon scent filled my nose. There was another odor, something sharp and sour, and without knowing why, it stoked my rage.

“Liar,” Evelyn snarled.

The Fenerec’s eyes widened. “Look, let’s talk about this.”

I cracked my knuckles one by one. “You can talk, starting with everything you know about my little girl. After, you can find Melanie and tell her she’ll tell me everything she knows.”

Curling around my leg, Evelyn pressed her cheek to my knee.

“Evelyn,” I murmured.

“I’ll be okay, Jackson. It doesn’t hurt that much.”

She was lying to me; I heard the pain in her voice. All it took was one glance at her face to confirm it. Her freckles stood out against her paled skin, and her pupils were dilated. All that remained of the jade in her eyes were a few flecks.

I glanced at Gerald, who stood with his back pressed to the doorframe. “Gerald.”

“What is it?”

“Take care of her.” As soon as I figured out how to pull free of Evelyn, I was going to kill them all, and I’d accept his help in cleaning up the bodies.

They had touched my mate.

“You can’t, Jackson. What if you kill one of them? You can’t.”

“Then they better give me a reason not to,” I snapped back.

I wanted their blood, but I couldn’t move. If I did, I’d hurt her more. The pack of Fenerec remained frozen, pinned against the couch by my glare.

I waited for their move, ready to fight to the death if needed in order to protect Evelyn.




~~*~~




My eyes remained locked on the Fenerec gathered by the couch. Time lost meaning as my world narrowed to me, them, and Evelyn curled around my leg. I trembled, my quivering intensifying the longer that I remained standing, but I couldn’t back down.

If I did, they might realize that I was only a witch and there were twelve of them versus one of me. Evelyn and Gerald were my responsibility, and I had already failed my mate once. They had hurt her, and it was my fault.

“Jackson, it’s okay. Please, relax,” Evelyn murmured, tugging at my hand. I entwined my fingers with hers. I wanted to check on her, but I couldn’t ignore the other Fenerec.

If they came at us, I needed to be ready. I couldn’t afford to let down my guard, not even to reassure myself that Evelyn would be okay.

Gerald’s cell rang, and I sucked in a breath at the sound. One of the Fenerec whined, shifting, and my gaze snapped to him. It was Chris. Blood caked his mouth and chin from his broken nose. Our eyes met, and he bared his teeth.

I mimicked him, and a wolf’s growl built in my throat and deepened until it rumbled through my chest.

“I’m answering this,” my friend warned, his voice soft. “Leclerc.”

The familiar tones of Richard’s voice both alarmed and relieved me.

If anyone knew how to deal with the Fenerec, it was him.

“He’s right next to me, staring down twelve Fenerec, who look about ready to piss themselves. One of them got a hit on Evelyn.” There was a pause, and I heard Richard rumble something in response. “No, she’s got him on a leash, barely.” Gerald tapped my arm with the phone. “He wants to talk to you, Jackson.”

“Not wise,” Evelyn replied, reaching up with her right hand to take the cell. I heard the pain in her voice, and I tensed. “Easy, Jackson. Wait, I’ll put it on speaker.”

Shaking his head, Gerald took the cell back from Evelyn, pressing a button. “It’s on speaker, Richard.”

“What’s going on?” Yellowknife’s Alpha demanded. “Who do I need to kill?”

“You’re not killing anyone. I am,” I snapped, shifting my attention to the dark-haired native, Sven. “He hit Evelyn.”

“Evelyn?” Richard asked, his tone softening.

“I broke something in my shoulder. It’s not bad—changing to the wolf will fix it. I can’t right now.”

“Why not?”

“Jackson’ll kill them.”

“What’s stopped him from doing so?”

The confidence in Evelyn’s voice and the surprise in Richard’s annoyed another growl out of me.

Gerald cleared his throat. “She’s wrapped around his leg, Richard. I think he’s afraid of hurting her, because I’ve seen more mobile statues. His vocabulary has degraded to the occasional growl. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was you, the way he’s carrying on. He’s refusing to back down.”

“Of course he isn’t. Jackson doesn’t back down, not unless you ask really, really nicely. Who’s in charge over there?”

“I’d say Jackson,” Gerald replied.

“Of the Fenerec?”

Turning his attention from the phone to the Fenerec, Gerald asked, “Which one of you is in charge?”

They didn’t reply, their attention focused on me.

“We don’t know,” Evelyn said, giving my hand another tug. “We were supposed to meet some woman named Melanie, but these Fenerec were waiting for us instead. One of them got in Jackson’s face. I dealt with him, but another one came in swinging. I took the hit instead of Jackson. It’s my fault. They provoked him.”

I squeezed Evelyn’s hand and scowled at the factual way she took the blame. “No.”

The Fenerec flinched.

Gerald grabbed my sleeve and yanked. “Will you stop that? You’ve already frightened them, Jackson. You won. Lay off already.”

“What’s he doing?” Richard demanded.

Sighing, Gerald let go of me. “He’s growling and glaring at the Fenerec, just as he has been since this started. You took your sweet time calling me, Richard.”

I frowned. How much time had gone by? It didn’t feel like it had been very long.

“What are the Fenerec doing?”

“Staring at him.”

“Morons. Tell them to look at the floor. No eye contact. They should know better. Where are you three idiots?”

I felt Gerald watching me as a prickle on my neck. When no one replied, I snapped, “Thunder Bay.”

“Relax, Jackson. I know you’re in Thunder Bay. Where exactly are you? Just take it easy. Evelyn’s tough, but she won’t be able to heal if she’s worried you’re going to fight with a Fenerec pack. I need you to just cool your temper and back down, okay?”

Gerald sighed. “We’re at a lodge in the bush. It’s about an hour north, off of the 527. There’s an access road leading into the bush. It’s unmarked. It’ll be tricky to find in the dark.”

“Why are you in Thunder Bay, and what are you doing getting into a scuffle with a Fenerec pack?”

“They might know who killed my little girl,” I snarled. The tension returned, and Evelyn’s grip on me tightened. She was the only reason I stayed put when all I wanted to do was wade in and start cracking heads together until I got the answers I needed.

If they knew who had murdered Jacqueline, I’d make them talk, one way or another.

“They might know who did what?” Richard boomed.

“You heard me,” I snarled.

“Well. That changes things. We’re coming, Jackson—don’t kill anyone, okay?”

“I promised Evelyn I wouldn’t,” I hissed.

“Good. Now, listen to me. Are the Fenerec standing?”

Evelyn sighed. “Yes.”

“Jackson, tell them to sit.”

I didn’t need to. The Fenerec retreated to the couch, huddled together, and sat. Sven was the only one who remained mostly upright, perched on the couch’s arm.

“They did it on their own,” Gerald reported.

“Oh, good. They value their lives, then. Jackson, listen to me. No killing. If they’re dead, they can’t talk to you. Play it smart and keep your cool. Give them the phone. I’ll talk sense into them.”

I bristled at the command in Richard’s voice.

“Jackson, do it.”

I grumbled, snatched the phone from Gerald’s hand, disabled the speaker, and glared at Sven. “Catch.” When he nodded, I tossed it to him.

Sven put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

There was a very long pause, after which Sven glanced at me before lowering his eyes to the floor. “He says you should check on your mate while we’re talking.”

Evelyn tugged on my hand until I relented and sank down onto my knees beside her. Brushing her sweat-dampened hair away from her brow, I pressed the back of my hand against her forehead. There was a slight chill to her skin. I trailed my hand down her cheek, pressing my fingers to her throat and counting her pulse before turning my full attention to her shoulder.

Black and purple bruises marred her skin, hiding the sprinkling of her freckles from me. At my touch, she winced but held still.

“How much does it hurt?”

She shook her head. “A little, but I’m okay. Really.”

“No, you’re not,” I replied, my voice hoarse. I glanced at the Fenerec gathered around the couch.

None of them were looking at us. Evelyn touched my cheek to draw my attention back to her. “It’ll heal.”

“Is it true? That changing will help?”

After a long moment, she nodded.

“Go.”

Evelyn took off her watch and the ring, slipping them into my hand. She stuffed her phone into my jacket’s pocket. “Hold these for me. Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

“If they leave us alone, I’ll leave them alone,” I said, loud enough for the Fenerec to hear me.

“Promise me.”

I sighed, nodded, and replied, “I promise.”

Helping Evelyn to her feet, I kept between her and the Fenerec. She backed out of the lodge and disappeared into the night. I remained in the doorway with Gerald, slipping her watch into my pocket. After experimentation, I discovered her ring fit on my pinkie finger, so I wore it so it wouldn’t be lost.

“You’re a scary son of a bitch when you’re angry,” Gerald whispered.

“Language,” I chided, leaning against the doorframe. They studied the floor as though their lives depended on it.

Maybe it did. I wanted to beat the life out of them for hurting Evelyn, and I didn’t care that they were Fenerec. I’d find a way to kill them if using my fists wasn’t sufficient.

“He wants to speak to you, Mr. Anderson,” Sven whispered, his gaze shifting to my feet.

Gerald gave my elbow a squeeze. “Easy, Jackson.”

“Bring me the phone,” I said, struggling to keep my tone quiet and controlled.

The Ferenec flinched but obeyed, holding Gerald’s cell out, his head lowered.

It alarmed me that I wanted to bite him as hard as I could. Clenching my teeth against the urge, I accepted the phone. “When Evelyn returns, I hope you’re ready to grovel. She’s the only reason I haven’t killed you yet.”

Bobbing his head, Sven backed away without looking up from the floor.

I put the cell to my ear. “Richard?”

“You sound a little calmer now.”

“Evelyn’s changing.”

“Good. She’ll be fine. Broken bones heal fast, especially when we can change. Don’t worry. Unless it was really bad, she’ll be as good as new once she’s done transforming. Keep your head, Jackson. I’ll be there as soon as I can. No killing,” he ordered.

“If they touch her again, I kill them,” I snarled.

“If they do, I’ll kill them. Am I understood?”

My rage spiked and I snapped, “I’ll think about it.” I hung up before he could say anything else, handing the cell back to Gerald.

He shoved it into his pocket. “I hope that means you’re going to restrain yourself.”

“That depends on them.”

“Of course it does. Gentlemen, since I doubt my angry friend here will keep cool if he starts talking, I’ll ask the questions. Where’s Melanie? Once we talk to her, we’ll be out of your fur.”

“Why do you want to talk to Melanie?” Chris snapped, though he didn’t look up from the floor.

I bristled at his tone, but since he didn’t move, I remained where I was. Until he proved a threat, I would keep my promise to Evelyn. “I’m only going to tell you this once. Five years ago, my wife died with our unborn daughter in a car crash. Not even a week ago, I learn that she had faked her death, coming here. Someone killed my little girl. I want information on where Suzanne went from here with her. If you come between me and Jacqueline’s murderer, you’ll number among the dead. Understood? Considering you’re supporting a woman who hit her own daughter, I’d rather like to just kill you all right this instant.”

“What are you talking about?” Sven asked, jerking his head up. Our eyes met.

“What part didn’t you understand?” I snarled.

He lowered his gaze. “Suzanne told me that you ran out on her and left her with a newborn.”

A bone-deep chill swept through me. I wasn’t aware I had taken a step forward until Gerald wrapped his arms around me, holding me back. “You promised, Jackson.”

The whine of a wolf behind me warned me of Evelyn’s presence. I shifted out of her way, holding my hand out for her. Ducking her head under my fingers, she stepped forward until I touched her shoulders, which came up to my elbows.

Her ears turned back and she bared her fangs at the Fenerec.

“Better?” I asked, holding my breath as I waited for her answer.

She stretched her head out to seize my far hand in her mouth, wrapping her tongue around my fingers. I took it to mean yes.

The Fenerec gawked at Evelyn, and when I noticed their attention on her, I tensed. She lifted her head and stared down her nose at them, as though she were a queen and they were peasants under her rule.

One of the cells in my pocket vibrated before ringing. Frowning, I freed my hand from Evelyn’s jaws, grabbed the phone out of my pocket, and swiped my finger across the display and answered, “Jackson.”

“Are you okay?” my father demanded.

I blinked, removed the phone from my ear, and stared at the screen. Sure enough, my father’s name was prominently displayed. Drawing a deep breath, I reminded myself that I needed to keep civil.

I understood him a bit better. I was alive.

My Jacqueline wasn’t.

It took me a moment to control my voice. “I’m fine. What do you need?”

“Richard called me asking for your number. He said you were in trouble again.”

Evelyn sat down, her gaze fixed on the other Fenerec. I leaned against her, stroking my hand down the smooth curve of her back. “I’m not in trouble yet. I’m about to start it if I don’t get my way, however.”

“Well, then. Be careful, watch your wrist, and make sure you take your medicine. Call me if you need bail.”

I couldn’t help myself; I laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind. Richard called Gerald’s phone. I already spoke with him.”

“Good. You sure everything is okay?”

“I’ll talk to you about it later.”

Silence was followed by a sharp intake of breath. “You will?”

“I need to blacken your eye so you match your other son,” I informed him. “Evelyn’s watch is lovely. I’m also blackening both of your eyes because of how much she likes the ring.”

“How charming. When can we expect your visit?”

“I’ll call. Excuse me, but Evelyn and I have some business to attend to.” I hung up, stowing my cell away. “Sorry for the interruption.”

“Before anyone does anything, I’d like to propose a truce. Jackson, no killing. The same applies to the rest of you.”

Grumbling at Gerald earned me an arched brow. “Fine.”

“Fine,” Sven echoed.

Gerald nodded.

Annoyed that Gerald had stolen my thunder, I said, “This is how this is going to work. I’m going to ask questions and you’re going to answer them. We’ll drink coffee, and we won’t kill each other. If you cooperate, once I’m done talking to you, I’ll leave. If you don’t, I’m serving you to Richard on a platter—a silver one. You’ll still be alive. That’s under debate, should my lady decide otherwise. First question: where is Melanie?”

“In Thunder Bay, probably at her house, if she knows what’s good for her,” Sven replied.

“Why were you waiting for us?”

The Fenerec stared at each other before turning their gazes to the floor, remaining silent.

“I’ll make the coffee,” the sole blond of the group whispered, getting up and heading towards a pair of French doors. The others shifted nervously.

Evelyn growled at their refusal to answer my question.

“Nirliq told me he had unfavorable impressions of me. Is that why?”

It was Chris who sighed before saying, “She told us you were abusive—among other things. That you walked on her once you found out she was pregnant. She was our witch.”

The growls from Evelyn intensified. I gripped her fur to keep her from doing what I wanted to do, which involved ripping their faces off with my teeth. “First I’m a bum, now I’m abusive?”

It alarmed me how little it took for my loyalty to Suzanne to crumble to dust.

Holding his arm out to me, Gerald said, “Don’t be stupid.”

“Don’t worry. I’m just the executioner. Evelyn’s the judge and jury.” I drew a deep breath and forced myself to lean against the doorframe, adopting a relaxed stance. “It’s not their fault if she fed them a bunch of lies—it is their fault if they choose to continue believing them. The only thing I’m holding any of them accountable for right this moment is the fact that Evelyn was hurt.”

“Why don’t you let me handle this for a few minutes?” Gerald asked.

He looked me in the eyes, and after a moment of hesitation, I nodded and kept my mouth shut.

“I’m going to tell you some things about Jackson. You’re probably not going to like it, but I know you Fenerec can smell when someone’s lying. I’ve known Jackson for years—I was working with him long before he met Suzanne. The only abusive one in that relationship was her. I was there for Suzanne’s funeral—if you can call that, considering the hoax she staged. He’s a lot of things, but he’s a family man. He wanted his little girl more than you could imagine. Now he’s found out that he has to bury her again? Think about it.”

The Fenerec stared at each other, and most of them looked sickened. Sven’s tanned skin took on a green hue. “We didn’t meet Suzanne until Jackie was six months old—when she started using the daycare. Chris fancied her, and tried to court her, but she didn’t seem keen on being mates with one of us.”

“All I want to know is what happened to my daughter. Melanie may know something. Call her.”

Once again, the Fenerec exchanged looks. Sven sighed and nodded. “Phone’s on the wall near the kitchen.”

“Call her,” I ordered.

Sven backed towards the kitchen, eyes on the floor. When he reached the wall, he picked up the corded handset and dialed a number. He spoke too softly for me to hear, but after several moments, he hung up. “We’re lucky the phones still work. She’ll be here as soon as she can. Power is out in her area, so it might be a while.”

“Then we wait,” I replied, leaning against Evelyn. She pressed her head against my stomach, her ears turned back. With her as a wolf, I was able to concentrate on staying between the Fenerec pack and Gerald. If they tried to hurt her, she’d rip them to pieces.

I’d help her, if she let me.

“Why don’t you sit, Jackson?” Gerald whispered to me. “You’re shaking.”

“I don’t want to sit,” I growled. If I sat down, I wouldn’t be able protect my friend, and it was my fault he had become involved.

“Of course you don’t, because you’re a stubborn idiot. Have we gotten to the point we can discuss this without bloodshed?” Gerald pleaded. “Which one of you is in charge?”

The Fenerec pointed at Sven.

The native drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. Come in.” Sven opened the doors leading into the kitchen before turning to his pack. “Go help him clean up in there.”

For a long moment, no one moved. Chris was the first to comply, easing his way to the kitchen. Two more of the pack slipped into the other room, leaving the others to watch me warily, their heads bowed although I felt them watching me.

“Jackson, please sit.”

I dug my fingers into the fur of Evelyn’s neck, and as the rest of the Fenerec filed into the kitchen, my legs refused to support my weight. I sank down next to my mate, leaning against her. “We’re going to miss our flight, aren’t we?”

“We missed it about an hour ago. Didn’t you notice?”

I hadn’t. My hands trembled as I secured my hold on Evelyn. “I was a little preoccupied,” I grumbled.

“I’d say. Are you going to remain civil now?”

“Sorry. I just want to know what happened to Jacqueline,” I whispered.

Gerald knelt on a knee next to me, reaching out to give my shoulder a squeeze. “You get a free pass this time. I can’t say I wouldn’t be doing the same thing if I were in your place.”

My mate flopped beside me, resting her paws on my shoulder before using my chest as a pillow.

Facing the Fenerec, Gerald said, "I apologize for his temper.”

Despite my position on the floor, Sven refused to meet my gaze, staring at the wall near me instead. “I apologize as well. We were misled. We have brought shame to the pack in our effort to protect our only bitch.”

“So Nirliq said,” I replied, relaxing as Evelyn’s warmth spread through me. “You’re warm, Evelyn.”

“Are you cold, Jackson?”

“Not anymore.”

Sven poked his head into the kitchen. “Coffee should be ready in a few minutes. Sorry, there’s a bunch of glass that needs to be cleaned up.”

“Glass?” I asked, my brow furrowing.

“From the earthquake, Mr. Anderson.” Sven shook his head. “Don’t tell me that you didn’t notice it.”

I hadn’t, and that stunned me. How could I have missed something like an earthquake? I stared at Gerald. “What?”

My friend pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “I’m going to take a guess that you don’t have a mate or a wife, Sven.”

“I don’t. Why?”

“His was hurt. They’re newly mated, and from my understanding, that’s important. I don’t know a whole lot about you Fenerec, but I know that much.”

Sven grimaced. “It’s important. Once again, I apologize, Mr. Anderson, Mrs. Anderson.”

I flushed, my grip tightening on Evelyn. I liked the idea of calling her Mrs. Anderson, for all it wasn’t the truth yet. Evelyn licked my chin before nuzzling my neck.

“It’s clean,” Chris said from the kitchen. “Fortunately, the coffee maker is still intact and enough of the mugs survived for everyone.”

I frowned, wondering how I could have missed something like an earthquake strong enough to make a mess of a kitchen. As I took in the lodge, I noticed that many of the pictures on the wall were out of place. Some of them had fallen to the floor, along with the television, its screen shattered.

Sven tilted his head to the side before lifting his gaze to meet mine. “There’s room enough for all of us in the kitchen. Please, come in. Let’s discuss this at the table.”

Evelyn shifted off of me, and Gerald helped me to my feet. I trembled. His grip on my arm kept me on my feet. I leaned against the door.

“I need to talk to your brother,” Gerald said, pulling out his cell and holding it out to me. Wondering why he wanted to talk to Elliot, I tapped in the number. It took me three tries to get it right. I connected the call and handed it back.

Gerald waited and said, “Elliot, it’s Gerald. I need to know something about witches.” After a pause, he continued, “I think there’s something wrong with your brother. He’s clammy and shaking.”

“I’m fine, Gerald,” I hissed.

“Shut up, Dante. I wasn’t asking you.”

I scowled but kept quiet, wondering what I had done to worry Gerald enough for him to call my twin. Then I sucked in a breath. Did Gerald think I had been the cause of the earthquake? My mind went blank. I had no recollection of sitting down, but I was staring up at my friend with my mouth hanging open. Evelyn was beneath me, keeping me mostly upright.

“And he’s on the floor,” Gerald informed my brother, shaking his head at me. “What should I do with him? Yes, we’re in Thunder Bay.” After listening for a few moments, my friend handed me the phone. “Your brother.”

“I guessed that much,” I grumbled, putting the cell to my ear. “What is it, Elliot?”

“Can’t you stay out of trouble for a single day? Just one? What happened?”

My cheek twitched at the memory of Sven striking Evelyn. “He hit her,” I snarled.

Sven flinched.

“Is he dead?” my brother asked, his tone devoid of emotion.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Evelyn rested her head on my lap, her tail thumping against the floor. Her jade eyes bore into me. I clacked my teeth. Then I sighed and replied, “She told me I couldn’t.”

“Next time, don’t listen to her. What are you doing in Thunder Bay? When did you start triggering earthquakes—a five point two, in case you’re curious.”

I frowned. “There’s no proof I had anything to do with it.”

“Call it a educated guess, Dante. Do you happen to know of any other earth witches in the area? How else is an earthquake going to have an epicenter in a location without any fault lines, fracking operations, or active mines? Why can’t you be normal? Earth shaping, Dante. That’s useful and safe. Are you trying to drive me insane?”

I scowled and muttered, “Short trip.”

“Ha, ha. Make sure you do this for me. Eat something, rest, and tell Gerald he’s to keep an eye on you. If you faint or start running a fever, he’s to call me. Don’t use any witchcraft for now.”

“If I did it, which you have no actual proof, it wasn’t on purpose.”

He sighed. “I know, I know. You’ve never had any control over it. Tell Evelyn to stay out of trouble so you don’t do something stupid.”

“Evelyn, Elliot says you have to stay out of trouble,” I dutifully relayed, grumbling a few curses under my breath. “Happy now?”

“No. Tell Gerald.”

Snorting, I held the phone out to Gerald. “Tell him yourself.”

My friend took his cell. “What do you need me to do?” There was a long pause. “We took a plane. We’re here for some work, which turned a bit sour. Yes, it’s legitimate work for my government. I’ll take care of him.” Hanging up, Gerald stowed the phone, shaking his head. “Stop causing me so much trouble, Jackson.”

“Sorry.”

Gerald hauled me to my feet, shoving me in the direction of the kitchen. It proved to be larger than the main room, complete with a long table lined with benches and sufficient space for twenty to sit comfortably. I sat at one end with Evelyn at my feet, resting her chin on my knee while Gerald sat beside me.

The Fenerec crowded the main kitchen area, watching me warily. I forced myself to relax, staring down at the woodgrain of the tabletop. “Tell me everything you know about Suzanne and Jacqueline,” I demanded.




~~*~~




It took us an hour to untangle the web of lies Suzanne had spun. To my dismay and disappointment, the Fenerec didn’t know much about her. She had told them each a different story, with the only common thread being the way she painted me. None of it was pleasant, and by the time they finished telling their stories, I trembled from rage.

Chris stared at the tabletop, shaking his head. “My version is even worse,” he admitted.

After hearing tales of me hitting Suzanne and threatening her, I had a hard time imagining how that was possible.

“Just say it,” I said, wishing I could wake up from the nightmare my life had become. At my side, Evelyn whined, licking my fingers. I trailed a finger down the length of her nose.

“She told me you had raped her.”

I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, and held it until my lungs burned. When I exhaled, I shook my head. The admittance clarified everything. I didn’t want to believe it, but the longer I considered Chris’s words, the more I understand why the pack had acted as they had.

“She told you I had raped her,” I whispered, opening my eyes to stare at Chris, shivering from a bone-deep chill Evelyn’s presence couldn’t warm.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Anderson,” Chris replied, his gaze fixed on the table.

“Are you okay, Jackson?” Gerald asked.

I shook my head. How could I be? If what they told me was true, my life with Suzanne had been a lie from the very beginning.

“What I don’t understand is why she told us all a different story,” Sven hissed, slamming his fist against the table. The mugs bounced, and Gerald rescued my coffee from spilling.

“It sounds to me like she catered them to each of you, making sure you were too uncomfortable to talk about her circumstances with each other,” my friend said. “Sorry, Jackson.”

“What I don’t understand is why,” Sven admitted. “If you’ve got money like you say you do, why would she leave? She worked for one of the banks. That was a big deal for her. She rejected Chris, so far as I know, because he wasn’t rich enough for her tastes.”

I drew a deep breath and held it until I could control my temper. “Maybe I have money, but I didn’t buy her the world.” I had given her everything she had asked of me. I had given her more than that.

But if Sven was correct, she probably had wanted more than what I offered. Once again, I was left wondering where I had gone wrong.

“I never abused her, not once,” I stated.

“He can’t even bring himself to curse in front of women. I’ve heard him do it once,” Gerald added before grumbling something under his breath I couldn’t hear.

“We know that now,” Sven replied. “But why did she do it?”

I shrugged, tangling my fingers in Evelyn’s fur. The question had been one I had been asking myself without finding a single answer.

Gerald drummed his fingers on the table. “I’m trying to figure out why she felt so threatened by him that she coerced an entire Fenerec pack into protecting her, and after going through all of that work, skipped town. It’s not like Jackson had any idea she was still alive.”

No one said a word.

“Maybe it’s because he’s pig-headed, stubborn, and simply doesn’t know when to quit,” Richard growled from the doorway. I twisted to face him. His wolf-yellow eyes bore into me. “I feel a very strong urge to take you outside and beat sense into you, Jackson.”

Evelyn’s ears turned back and she growled, baring her teeth at the Alpha Fenerec.

Ducking under her husband’s arm, Nicole shoved Richard aside. “He won’t, not if he knows what is good for him. Are you okay, Evelyn?”

My mate bobbed her head before shuffling closer to me, resting her head on my lap. I stroked her silky fur, forcing a smile for her benefit.

Nicole nudged her husband with her elbow before coming to me, embracing me from behind, resting her chin on top of my head. “You’re nothing but trouble, Mr. Jackson.”

There was something calming about her touch, and with a weary sigh, I leaned back against her.

“Poor thing, you’re all wound up.”

“I can tell.” Richard turned his attention to the Fenerec pack. “All right, gentlemen. I’m Richard Murphy, Jackson and Evelyn’s Alpha. Where are your Alphas?”

The Fenerec stared at each other before turning to Sven, who said, “Nirliq.”

Richard frowned. “Nirliq is an Omega. Omegas are not, and cannot, serve as an Alpha. Where are Russell and Janet?” he demanded.

At the two names, the whispers of the dead filled my ears, and their eagerness intrigued me. Instead of words, they spoke in the rumbling growls of wolves, until their voices joined in a mournful howl.

The Fenerec weren’t among those burdening me, but through the spirits haunting me, I was aware of their lingering presences.

“They’re dead,” I whispered.

Sven flinched. “Not long after Suzanne vanished, they were murdered. A bunch of kids found out they were… different. They were teen punks, not from around here, and they thought it’d be fun to find out which werewolf myths were true. By the time we reached them, they were dead.”

At Richard’s approach, Gerald shifted over so the Alpha could sit beside me. “What happened to the kids?”

The silence chilled me. Nicole’s grip on me tightened, and I felt her growling. “You killed them, didn’t you?”

When the Fenerec refused to speak, I closed my eyes and listened for the whispers of the dead. Instead of their voices, all I heard was the cold, unrelenting silence of the grave.

“They did.” At the sound of Nirliq’s voice, I opened my eyes. The native leaned against the door, his arms crossed over his chest. “What foolish things have you done now? Attacking an earth witch and his beloved? You beg the spirits of our ancestors to curse us all.”

“You should have called me, Nirliq,” Richard whispered.

“How could I? I would have sentenced my pack to death.”

I grimaced. Was the Canadian way of policing the supernatural as violent and unforgiving as the Inquisition? I didn’t want to believe it, but there was no mistaking Nirliq’s fear.

“Circumstances are considered in cases like this,” Gerald replied, confirming my suspicions.

Sven slammed his fists against the table. “They would have outed us to the public.”

When the silence dragged on, I considered what I could do to find the truth. There was only one way I could contribute. Bracing myself for the inevitable, I asked, “What happened to their bodies?”

Sven swallowed, lowering his gaze. “They’re buried in the bush, not too far from here.”

“Show me,” I demanded, rising to my feet despite Nicole’s weight against my back.

She squeaked, letting go of me. “Jackson?”

The dead whispered to me, and their demand for freedom was accompanied by their need for justice.




~~*~~




The dead assaulted me with a barrage of wailing, crying, and shrill screams, until the real world passed by me with the haziness of a mirage. I was vaguely aware of following Sven into the forest, following a path weaving through the trees.

A hazy glow enveloped the woods, and in its illumination, something stirred. The endless cycle of life and death spun on around me, from the tiniest of insects to the decaying leaves blanketing the ground. The weight of countless spirits melded together into some vast and cohesive entity.

As I became aware of it, it focused its attention onto me. A shiver went through me at its regard, and for a brief moment, I got the feeling it thought I was an interesting bug, one too amusing to swat quite yet.

At my side, Evelyn whined, bumping my hand with her nose. The forest’s eerie illumination dimmed as though my awareness of her silky fur beneath my fingers bound me closer to her world, sheltering me from the spirits and their influence.

“It’s here,” Sven announced, coming to a halt in a mossy clearing. The dead fell into expectant silent.

I knew the ten teens lying beneath my feet. I carried their souls within the stone tied around my neck. Their cries were faint. Shivering at the cold of their presences, I stared at where they were buried.

How could someone die two deaths? 

Those within the stone had been tortured in a white room, their tormented screams ignored, yet those lying beneath my feet had fallen prey to hunting wolves ghosting through the trees at twilight.

All I could tell with any certainty was that those within the gem had died first, and they had no memories of their second death.

I shuddered. How could the dead walk? What had driven them from the white, pristine place they had died to Thunder Bay?

“Jackson?” Richard grabbed my elbow, giving my arm a brisk shake. “What’s wrong?”

“Was there anything unusual about them?” I asked, jerking free of Richard’s hold.

“Everything,” Sven whispered.

Chris shoved his hands into his pockets. “They smelled weird.”

“What did they smell like?” The clearing didn’t look as though it had been touched, yet alone turned into a mass grave for a group of teenagers responsible for the deaths of two Alphas.

“Disinfectant and flowers,” Sven said.

“Flowers?” Nicole crossed her arms over her chest. “What sort of flowers?”

“How would I know? Roses, maybe?”

Poets liked to claim that death had a floral scent, but I hadn’t believed in it. While sometimes I saw the circumstances of someone’s death, smells and sounds eluded me. I could easily imagine the stench of disinfectants clinging to them.

Richard waved his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Jackson.”

“You didn’t kill them,” I told the Fenerec, unable to raise my voice louder than a whisper. “They were already dead.”

“They were already dead?” Nicole grabbed my arm, pulling me towards her. “What do you mean by that?”

Evelyn growled, and I quieted my mate with a wave of my hand. “They were already dead,” I repeated.

“There’s no such thing as zombies. Dead people do not get up, walk around, and kill others,” she snapped. “It’s inappropriate to joke about these things, Jackson.”

“He’s not joking,” Nirliq said, kneeling so he could stroke his hands over the mossy ground. “The spirits speak. He listens.”

I flinched as the Fenerec gawked at me. 

Richard snorted. “This is Jackson we’re talking about here. He’s incapable of joking about something like that. How do you know, Jackson?”

“He’s a witch,” Nirliq chided. “The spirits speak, and he listens. If he were one of my people, he would one day grow to be an Elder among us, a wiseman.”

Turning to Sven, I told him the names of the teenagers buried beneath our feet.

He sucked in a breath. “I didn’t tell you how many of them there were.”

One by one the ghosts left me, until only my daughter’s faint warmth remained. I dug my fingers into the scruff of Evelyn’s neck. I didn’t know what else I could tell the Thunder Bay Fenerec. I stared at Nicole and Richard, wondering how I would react if either one of them died, let alone both at once.

What would I do if someone killed Evelyn?

Clenching my teeth, I kicked a branch, sending it bouncing across the ground. I had wanted to kill Sven for hurting Evelyn. I was no different than them.

If something happened to any of them, there would be bodies, of that I had no doubt.

What I didn’t understand was how Suzanne was involved, and why my daughter’s soul lingered with the spirits of those who had killed the Alphas.

I exhaled.

All the dead had done was lead me to more questions I didn’t have the answer to.

Richard pressed the back of his hand to my forehead. “We’re done here. The rest will wait for morning.”

No one was brave enough to argue with him, not even the dead.


Chapter Twenty







While the aftermath of the earthquake left Thunder Bay in a state of chaos, Richard was able to find a hotel on the outskirts of the city, booking us all in for two nights. Amber, Alex, and Lisa met us in the parking lot as we were sorting out who would be in which room.

Lisa glared at me, anger in her voice when she announced, “I found this Melanie bitch. I’ve arranged a proper meeting with her at noon.”

Gerald scowled. “So you’re the reason she didn’t show up at all?”

The predatory way Nicole’s twin regarded my longtime friend sent a chill running through me. “I had a very long talk with her.”

Uncertain of what Lisa intended to do, I tensed and stepped forward to come between the two of them. Richard’s elbow cracked into my chest as he blocked me. “Both of you, back off,” he ordered.

Lisa grunted, crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned against Gerald’s rental. “He got one of our pack hurt.”

Heaving a sigh, Richard shoved me back a few steps. “Lisa. Jackson is a stubborn, manipulative son of a bitch. Gerald probably got suckered right along with the rest of us. Going on a work errand, Jackson? You lied to us—and pulled it off. You cunning, little piece of—”

Nicole cleared her throat. “Richard.”

Lisa grumbled something under her breath, lowered her gaze to the asphalt, and muttered, “I apologize.”

Dismissing the issue with a wave of his hand, Gerald replied, “You didn’t do anything wrong. I want to know is if Melanie was a part of their little trick or not.”

Lisa’s cheek twitched. “She was. After Nirliq called Sven, they got together and decided they had a chance to get some good, old-fashioned revenge. From my understanding, Nirliq had asked them to cooperate. They didn’t listen. You are all right, aren’t you, Jackson? How about you, Evelyn?”

I frowned, looking around. My mate was gone. Blinking at the spot she had occupied minutes before, I tried to piece together when she had disappeared.

Slender arms wrapped around my waist. “I’m fine.” Evelyn rested her cheek against my back.

I smiled, covering her hands with mine. “You changed back.”

“How amazing, I did! I’m all better now. It doesn’t hurt at all.” Slipping free of my hold on her, she started digging around in my pockets. With a triumphant cry, she found her watch. After putting it back on, she resumed her search, locating her phone next. Richard arched his brows as Evelyn patted me down. “Where is it?” she demanded.

“Where’s what?” I asked, lifting my arms so she could search the pockets of my jacket again.

She growled and nipped my neck. “Where’s my ring?”

“Ring? Was there a ring?” I covered my mouth with my hand. “Oh, my.”

“Jackson!” She resumed searching my pockets, eliciting laughter from everyone as I wiggled my pinky finger for their benefit.

Taking the ring off, I waited until she made frustrating huffing noises before capturing her left hand and slipping it onto her finger. “Mine.”

I was rewarded with a kiss on my neck followed by a nip. “Yours,” she agreed. “Even if you’re a terrible tease.”

“Are you all right, Jackson?” Lisa demanded.

“I’m fine. Tired, but fine.”

Laughing, Richard clapped my shoulder. “You should be tired after bullying a pack of Fenerec. You get the room with the jacuzzi and a choice of having Alex and Lisa or Nicole and I for roommates.”

“Evelyn, Gerald, and Amber,” I grumbled.

“What’s wrong with me?” Lisa and Nicole demanded.

“Ladies, please. Jackson, of course Evelyn will be sharing with you, but you’re not sharing with Gerald and Amber,” Richard replied.

Narrowing my eyes, I considered the Alpha, wondering what his problem was. “Why not?”

Bursting out laughing, Richard prodded my shoulder with a finger. “You’d end up trying to sleep with one eye open, Jackson. You’re still tense. The last thing you need is to be rooming with people you feel you need to protect.”

I glared at him, batting his hand away. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“He really doesn’t,” Evelyn said, hugging me. “It’s cute.”

“No, it’s not. All he’s going to do is make himself sick—sicker, as the case is. We’ve talked about this before, Jackson. You’re dominant.”

“And what does that have to do with anything?”

Nicole slid between Richard and me, clicking her tongue. “Let me, darling. Jackson, you’re you. You protect those you cherish. Gerald’s one of your closest friends. He’s a Normal, and you know it. Lisa would flatten you in a fight, by the way. Yet there you were. Lisa got a little cranky and raised her voice to him, and you were ready to get involved. Dominant is just a fancy word for overprotective idiot.”

Snorting, Richard backed off, shaking his head. “You’re terrible, Nicolina.”

“What? It’s true. Look, Jackson. You’ve always been dominant, but you’re also a sensor. Because you’re Evelyn’s mate, her instincts are brushing off on you. If we put them in the same room with you, you wouldn’t sleep a wink. You’d toss and turn trying to sleep with one eye open. Alex and Richard are both overprotective idiots. By being with you, you’d actually get some rest because there are other overprotective idiots nearby. It’s how pack works. You’ll get used to it, eventually.”

Evelyn hugged me tightly. “She’s right, you know. Just give in. You won’t win.”

Nicole grinned at me. “I could just zap you. It’s been a long time since Richard’s let me zap anyone.”

“You actually let him tell you what you can and can’t do?” I blurted.

“Well, not really,” she admitted. “I might on principle. How could you trick us like that? You lied to us!”

Richard wrinkled his nose. “And he got away with it, that’s what astonishes me. He actually got away with it. Gerald, you I can understand. You’re a slimy government worker. But you, Jackson?”

I wrinkled my nose back at him. “I didn’t tell a single lie. I’ve been hired to handle some business for the Canadian government. That business brought me here.”

“It’s true,” Gerald said, pulling out his phone. After several moments of fussing, he read, “And I quote, ‘Offer him a blank check. I want this resolved now.’ Because Suzanne is involved with our business, we came here.”

“You should have told me,” Richard chided.

“Why? So you could stop me from coming?” I snapped.

“I’m not that stupid. Do you have any idea how dangerous a pack without an Alpha is?”

I sighed. “Richard, it’s not like I knew there were Fenerec here. I didn’t.”

“In my defense, while I knew that Nirliq was a Fenerec, I had no idea about the others or their hostility towards Jackson,” Gerald said, holding his hands up in surrender.

“Well, I hadn’t known Russell and Janet were dead either,” Richard admitted. “They have always been quiet. It’s not uncommon for them to drop off the radar for years at a time. What amazes me is that the pack hasn’t run wild yet.”

“Omega,” Evelyn whispered.

“Likely. They’re lucky. None of them are very old. Without Nirliq, there would be a lot more bodies—theirs included. Omegas make it easier for Fenerec to stay calm. It gives the others someone to focus on and protect. Omegas add cohesion to a pack. But they aren’t a substitute for an Alpha. I’ll make some phone calls tonight and find some candidates. None of them are capable, not if Jackson can stare them down like he did.”

“What I want to know is why that pack didn’t run wild tonight.” Nicole shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. Jackson was a threat to them. There wasn’t anyone around to control them. Their wolves should have run wild.”

Pulling away from me, Evelyn leaned against Gerald’s rental beside Lisa. “Jackson wouldn’t let them change.”

“What?” I wasn’t the only one to blurt the question. All of us stared at Evelyn. My mouth hung open. Was such a thing even possible?

Amber nodded. “I can see that. Once he isn’t completely lacking control, he’ll be a damned good witch.”

“I don’t understand,” I admitted.

“I tried to change after Sven hit me. I couldn’t. You wouldn’t let me,” Evelyn whispered.

I sucked in a breath. “What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I said. I couldn’t change, not until you told me I could. Stubborn witch,” my mate grumbled. “You need to learn control, Mister.”

Amber smiled, stepping to me. Standing on her toes, she reached up and patted my cheek. “She’s right. I’ll see if I can reach someone I know who might be able to teach you.”

“You can’t teach him?” Evelyn asked.

“Not a chance, Evelyn. Sorry. I’m a fire witch, and I don’t know of a single earth witch who causes earthquakes when threatened or pissed off. So far as I know, he’s unique. That’s probably a good thing.”

“That’s just great. First we’re saddled with Nicolina the Witch Desmond. Now we have Jackson? They’re going to accuse me of starting the supernatural version of an arms race,” Richard grumbled.

Pursing her lips, Nicole stepped close to her husband and prodded him in the chest. “Care to repeat that?”

“I’ll take the couple least likely to kill me in my sleep,” I announced, backing away from the feuding Alphas.

Before I could make my escape, Richard reached out, hooked his arm around my neck, and pulled me down so he could grind his knuckles against my head. “Maybe if you didn’t cause so much trouble, you wouldn’t have to worry about us coming after you. Do you want him, Alex?”

“And lose sleep? Forget it, Richard. He’s all yours.”

“It’s decided,” Richard announced. “You’re with me, Jackson. Now, there is one last thing I want to know.”

Breaking free of Richard’s grip, I scrambled out of his reach. “What?” I asked warily.

“Aren’t you a gemstone sensor?”

“I plead the Fifth Amendment and the Eleventh of the Canadian Charter of Rights,” I replied.

He growled at me. “Jackson.”

“Look, I don’t want to end up as some research project, okay?”

“Why would you think that?” Nicole blurted.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t worried about it happening to you,” I snapped. When she flinched, I felt the blood drain out of my face. “Jesus. I’m sorry, Nicole.”

She hesitated, but nodded. “Okay. Fine. Fair point. I forgive you. But start talking. What are you hiding? If we don’t know, we can’t protect you.”

“Nirliq already told you,” I muttered.

“The spirits speak?” Richard asked.

I nodded.

Amber’s eyes widened. “You can talk to the dead?”

A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed, turning to Evelyn. How would their view of me change once they learned what I could do? All of my life, I had lived with the fear of how others would react. If my witchcraft was disconcerting enough to worry my brother, how would others feel?

Not everyone would be as accepting as my mate.

She smiled at me. “Go ahead, Jackson. It’s okay. They’re pack.”

I sighed, staring at the ground so I wouldn’t have to look anyone in the eye. “Normally I just know their names, okay? Elliot asks me to identify bodies. All I need to see is a photograph. It happens at places of death and burial, too.”

“Holy Mother of God,” Gerald whispered. “That’s how you built that list?”

“From those red stones.” A shudder ran through me. “They’re haunting me.”

My friend grabbed my shoulders. “Even Suzanne?”

I flinched. “Yes.”

Letting me go, Gerald backed away from me. “Your little girl. That’s how you learned about her?” At the horror in my friend’s voice, I looked up at him.

Drawing a deep breath, I exhaled slowly and nodded. “That’s how I knew.”

It was Richard who broke the silence by clearing his throat. “We’ll talk more tomorrow. One way or another, we’ll find out what happened to her, and why. So do I swear.”

I believed him.




~~*~~




Someone was poking my nose. I rolled over to escape, ending up sprawled across Evelyn, who laughed. The cinnamon scent of her hair filled my nose, and I snuggled closer to her. “Morning,” I mumbled.

“It’s afternoon, Layabout.”

I bolted upright, scrambling for my watch.

It was after two. “Melanie,” I choked out.

Evelyn’s eyes narrowed to slits. “The second word out of your mouth in the morning should never be another woman’s name.”

Stiffening, I gawked at her, my face burning. “I’m sorry.”

Reaching out, she tugged on my ear. “I’m just teasing you. They’re talking to her. I’ve been banned from the interview. My duty is to stay up here and watch you sleep. Amber says that you’re to stay in here with me until told otherwise. Apparently, they’re all convinced you’re at a high risk of a breakdown.”

“They’re probably right.” I set my watch back down, flopped onto the bed, and draped my arm over my eyes. Evelyn settled in beside me. “What did I do, Evelyn? Why would she go to such lengths to be rid of me?”

“We’ll never know for sure. I wish I had the answers, but I don’t. But I do know this: she didn’t deserve you. Now that I have you, I’m not going to let you go, so get used to the idea.”

When I didn’t say anything, she sighed. “Jackson, I can’t even imagine what you possibly could have done wrong. Since I’ve met you, you’ve been kind and considerate. You helped me when you didn’t have to—when it could have cost you so much. It did cost you. Take a look around you. Consider Richard. You’re like a brother to him. You didn’t see him after the crash when he thought you were going to die. I did. Look at Elliot.”

“Thanks, Evelyn.” While her words couldn’t erase my doubts, it helped a little. “I care about all of you.”

“I know. We all do. Maybe she just couldn’t accept that she wasn’t your entire world. Maybe she resented that. I’m not so stupid. That’s who you are, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. So, because Amber and Richard asked me so nicely, I am to keep you contained in here while they speak with Melanie, pretending I’m your psychologist.”

“Maybe I do need one,” I muttered.

“This must be so hard on you.”

“I’ll live. I really should talk to Melanie, though.”

Evelyn snorted. “Let them handle it. Trust them. They’ll find out everything you need to know. Together, we’ll find Jacqueline’s killer. For now, you need to rest and relax.”

“But what if—“

“Trust them, Jackson. Let us help. And anyway, if I’m not allowed to talk to her, you’re not allowed to talk to her.” Something about her tone warned me something was amiss. Removing my arm from over my eyes, I watched her.

Evelyn was frowning, and the green of her eyes was rimmed with yellow.

“You don’t want to talk to her. You want to hit her, don’t you?” I accused.

“You told me I could hit the women.”

“Why do you want to hit Melanie?”

“For the same exact reason you wanted to hit that Sven bastard,” she grumbled, wrinkling her nose at me.

“I didn’t want to hit him. I wanted to kill him,” I corrected. “If you hadn’t stopped me, I might have.”

That caught her attention. Sitting up, she gazed down at me, making thoughtful noises. “Maybe, maybe not. You didn’t kill them, and that’s what really matters. I know you wanted to kill them. I did too. They hurt you.”

“You were the one who was hurt. They didn’t touch me.”

“No. All he did to me was leave a bruise and some broken bones. Those heal quickly. What they did to you is far, far worse. Maybe no one will see your scars, but you’ll carry them with you for a long time. They had no right. Suzanne had no right. You didn’t deserve that.”

At the anguish in her voice, I sat up, reaching out to take Evelyn’s hand. “The truth will out. It always does. It always will. I didn’t want to hear what they had to say, but I needed to know. I’ll be fine.”

With time, I would be. Evelyn was with me. Maybe there was no future for me that included Jacqueline, but perhaps in time, there would be other children.

For the moment, I carried Suzanne’s ghost with me, right along with the pain of her betrayal and hatred for me. The grief of my daughter’s loss would never go away, but my ex-wife’s memory could no longer come between Evelyn and me. I wouldn’t let her.

The truth had, once again, set me free.




~~*~~




While I wanted to find the others and join them in questioning Melanie, I stayed in the room with Evelyn. Despite having slept for so long, I was still tired. At Evelyn’s urging, I soaked in the jacuzzi while she sat on the ledge.

“You’re going to turn into a raisin if you stay in there much longer,” my mate chided without looking up from her phone. I wasn’t sure what she was playing, but I liked the way she scowled when she lost. Determination hardened her eyes, and she muttered something under her breath as she tapped frantically at the screen.

“You’re going to go blind if you keep holding the phone so close to your face.”

She stuck her tongue out, her brows furrowing in concentration. “Rabbits shouldn’t taunt wolves.”

“Blind wolves can’t catch rabbits,” I countered, grinning. “There’s plenty of room if you want to join me.”

“If I do that, we’ll never leave our room. We’ll starve to death.”

“Isn’t that what room service is for?”

Pocketing her cell, she stood and stretched. “Why don’t you get out and dressed. I’m hungry, and I don’t want room service.”

“Never come between a hungry woman and her next meal. I’m pretty sure it’s in a rulebook somewhere. Will you survive long enough for me to get presentable?”

“Maybe.”

Chuckling, I shooed her away. “I’ll try not to take too long.”

“I’ll be timing you, Mr. Jackson.”

“Can you call them while I get changed and ready? I think Richard’s cranky enough with me as it is. I’d rather not push any more of his buttons right now.”

Evelyn paused on her way out of the bathroom. “Sure, no problem. You need to take your medications, too. I’m surprised he hasn’t demanded you take them yet.”

“I’ll skip the painkillers, I don’t need them.” While I was still a bit achy from the crash, it didn’t bother me enough to warrant suffering through the side effects. I dressed and shaved, leaving my hair to do what it would as I didn’t want to keep Evelyn waiting for twenty minutes as I tried to coerce it into a tidier state.

When I emerged from the bathroom, she took one look at me and burst out laughing. “You look like you stuck your finger in an electric socket.”

“And now you know why it takes me so long to get ready. Did you get a hold of Richard?”

“They’re waiting for us at the bar. Melanie left, but Nirliq is still with them. Ready to go?”

I grabbed my wallet and put my watch on. “Let’s go.”

When we arrived, Richard stood, circling me with his eyes tinged with yellow. After his second pass, he turned to Evelyn. “Well?”

“He’s fine. Did you learn anything?”

“Enough,” he replied, sitting back down between Gerald and Nicole. “We know where to continue the hunt.”

“Let me guess: Montreal.” With so many of the victims having originated in the Quebec city, I had no doubts we’d end up there. “Do we know anything other than the city?”

“We do. It’s not much, but we have a few names—a couple of people and a university in the area. It’s something.” Richard replied, drumming his fingers on the bar. “We’ll head there as soon as we can book a flight. There’s also the issue of your lack of an Alpha, Nirliq.”

“We’ll stay at the lodge until you can send someone.” Nirliq sighed, turning to face me. “You aren’t one of us.”

“I’m not.”

“But you’re dominant.”

Leaning on the bar between Richard and Gerald, I scowled at Nirliq. “This again? It’s simple. If I let men like Richard bully me, I’d never get any work done.”

“What sort of work do you do that requires such dominance?”

I sighed. “I’m a consultant. I’d be very ineffective if I was browbeaten by every CEO or official I work with. I make businesses more efficient and make recommendations on how they can better use their resources.”

“You’re acquaintances with Mr. Leclerc. You don’t just work with businesses, do you?”

I met his gaze and said, “You’re not cleared for that.”

“Was Suzanne?” he pressed.

“No.”

“Evelyn?”

“I don’t see how this is any of your business.”

Richard jabbed me with his elbow. “Will you stop that? Must you challenge everyone? You’re going to drive us all insane.”

Fending the Alpha Fenerec off, I tapped Gerald’s shoulder. “You may as well get her clearance. She’s already volunteered to help.”

Instead of arguing with me, Gerald pulled out his cell. “What level?”

“Take her as close to the top as you can. I’ll be teaching her the ropes when I get some time.”

“All of the ropes?” Furrowing his brows, Gerald sent a text. “No promises, but I’ll do what I can. I’m headed back to Ottawa tonight on a red-eye flight. There are a couple of flights headed to Montreal. If you hurry to the airport now, you should have time to grab a bite to eat before catching a flight. As always, you’re welcome to come with me to Ottawa.”

I shook my head. “I’m going to Montreal.”

“Then it’s settled. I’ll call the airport and see if I can arrange a flight for all of you so you all have a chance to pack and get on the road.” Gerald pointed at me, scowling. “Keep me in the loop and don’t get into trouble.”

“Don’t ask for the impossible,” Richard muttered.

“Don’t worry, Gerald. We’ll take care of him,” Nicole promised.

The yellow in Richard’s eyes brightened. “When we are finished, those responsible for this will regret all they have done.”




~~*~~




There were no direct flights between Thunder Bay and Montreal. We landed at two in the morning. Thanks to the airport’s location on the western side of the island and road construction, it took us forty minutes to reach our hotel.

“Welcome to Montreal,” Richard muttered, hauling the suitcases out of the taxi’s trunk. “I hate coming here. They have two seasons.”

“Construction and winter,” Nicole stated, taking one of the cases.

“Why didn’t we stay near the airport?” I asked, helping Richard with the last of the bags, making sure to claim Gerald’s laptop bag.

“We can walk to Mount Royal from here. It’s convenient.”

Stifling a yawn, I staggered into the lobby. “We could’ve gotten a rental and stayed near the airport.”

“If we need a rental, we’ll get one. Parking is hell here. It costs a fortune, too.”

“I can afford it.”

“Whine, whine, whine,” Richard grumbled. “You’re just as bad as Nicole.”

Placing her hands on her hips and glaring at her husband, Nicole hissed, “What was that?”

Alex shook his head. “You’re doomed,” he said, heading for the counter.

Joining Richard’s brother, I took charge of the room assignments before I would end up sharing with someone other than Evelyn. Despite my efforts, we weren’t able to escape completely, as Nicole, Richard, Alex, Lisa, and Amber occupied the rooms flanking ours.

“So much for privacy.” I flipped a rude gesture at the walls.

“We’ll survive,” Evelyn replied, flopping onto the bed and stretching. “I like this room. The bed’s cozy.”

I took out Gerald’s laptop from its bag and set it on the desk. I had my doubts about whether or not we’d both fit on the bed. Once I started booting up the computer, I hung my clothes in the closet. “I prefer the company.”

“Why the laptop?” she demanded, pointing at the desk.

“I need to check over my work, especially after the calls Richard made yesterday. If I don’t, I’ll have a lynch mob after me. The emails won’t answer themselves, alas.”

When I sat down at the desk, Evelyn joined me, draping her arms over my shoulders to squint at the screen. “Can I help?”

“It depends on who has emailed me about what. There’s a lot you’ll need clearance for.”

“Does that mean I can’t help you very much tonight?”

“Afraid so,” I replied. “You can help soon enough.”

“Okay. How long will you be?”

“Hopefully not too long.”

“I wish I could be of use to you,” she grumbled.

I leaned back, tilting my head so I could look at her. “You’re useful.”

Evelyn pouted at me. “I’m not right now.”

“Let me count the ways,” I murmured.

“I’m listening.”

I grinned at her. “Bodyguard.” Pausing, I made a show of counting. “Therapist.”

Narrowing her eyes, she waited.

“Bully.”

“Bully! What is that supposed to mean?”

I reached up and pressed my finger to her nose. “Beautiful and fierce, able to subdue your prey with your glare alone.”

“Keep digging your grave, Jackson.”

“You’re fair, at least. Those you push around deserve it.” I paused again, exaggerating my sigh. “Okay, you’re not a bully. You are a fierce huntress, however.”

“That’s a little better. What else?”

I thought about it for a long moment. “A threat to the local food supply?”

“Jackson!”

Smirking at her, I trailed my finger along the line of her jaw. “You’re very convincing and very skilled using your assets.”

“And you, sir, are a flirt.”

“Hey, you asked for it.”

She sniffled “It’s not my fault you’re dense and required extra persuasion. You’re stubborn.”

“And you’re impulsive,” I teased.

She snapped her teeth at my finger. “Now you’re just being mean.”

Turning in the chair, I caught hold of her waist and pulled her onto my lap. “Maybe I like when you’re impulsive. Maybe I like when you try to bully me. Maybe I like everything about you.”

With a smile, she kissed the tip of my nose. “Finish your work so we can play. It wouldn’t do if you’re distracted.”

“I won’t be too long,” I promised, giving her a pinch as I evicted her from my lap. “Once I take care of the most important things, we’ll play.”

“Good.” Evelyn hopped onto the bed. “What sorts of things are important?”

“It’s my job to figure that out. Half of the time, I’m convinced no one knows what is going on. I sometimes think that I’m a janitor, cleaning up the messes of others.”

Holding up her hand, she counted her fingers. “Smuggler. Inquisitor. Consultant. Mechanic. Janitor. Is there anything you can’t do?”

Leaning back in the chair, I sighed. “I can think of a few things, including turning back time and bringing back the dead. I haven’t killed anyone yet, either.”

“I’d argue that it’s a good thing that you haven’t killed anyone.”

“I want to,” I reminded her with a frown.

“I have a proposal.”

Wary at the seriousness of her tone, I asked, “What sort of proposal?”

“You find out who I need to kill and I’ll kill them. I’ll be your knife in the dark. It’ll be a team effort. You get the information, tell me where to find them, and I’ll finish them off.”

I shook my head. “You’re too important to risk.”

“Bullshit, Jackson.”

“To me, you’re the most important person alive. I won’t risk you, not for anything.”

She thumped her fist against her chest. “Maybe I feel the same way about you. This is not a fight you will win. If I can protect you by killing people, I will. You’re a rabbit. You’re a cunning rabbit. You’re my rabbit. I’ll even buy you a monocle and top hat so you can look fancy. You’re the mastermind. I’m the one who’ll do the killing.”

“What if this rabbit wants to kill somebody?”

“You’ll find the bastards who killed your daughter. When you do, I’ll serve you their head on a platter. It’ll be my wedding gift to you. I’ll rip him into pieces,” she snarled.

“What if it’s a her?”

“We already discussed that. I hit the women.”

I sighed. “As you wish.”

“Finish your work. I’ll take a shower. When we have more time and you get me clearance, you can teach me so I can help you more.”

“That’d be wise. Enjoy your shower. I’ll finish as quickly as I can.” I blew a kiss at her and turned my attention back to my email, bracing myself for the inevitable flood of messages from my contacts all around the world.




~~*~~




The road to hell wasn’t paved with intentions, good or otherwise. It was paved with emails. Over a thousand messages waited for my attention, and that was after pruning away all of the ones I could delegate to someone else.

Scheduling work wasn’t something I could hand off to just anyone. Each upcoming shipment required prioritization before I could assign the task to the appropriate person. Before I could deal with the more mundane work of arranging calendars and assignments, I had to reply to everyone who wanted personal verification of my survival. Some I could handle with an email, while others demanded a phone call.

By the time I had addressed the most important tasks, it was a little after nine in the morning. I spun in the chair, wincing when I noticed Evelyn watching me.

“I may have lost track of time,” I confessed.

“Was it important work?”

“Unfortunately.”

“A necessary evil, then. I’ll forgive you—but only this once.”

I smiled at her. “Sleep well?”

“I would’ve slept better with you next to me.”

“Ouch.”

She grinned at me. “Give it a few hours. You’re going to wish you had gotten some rest.”

“As always, you’re right. I don’t suppose Richard told you who we’re hunting?”

Wrinkling her nose, she stretched her arms over her head. “No. He said if I didn’t know, you couldn’t beg me to tell you. He said I couldn’t resist your charms.”

I narrowed my eyes, looking her over from head to toe. “Can you?”

“I could, but I don’t want to.”

Laughing, I turned back to the laptop and shut it down. “And you call me a flirt.” When I stretched, I grimaced at the crack and pop of stiff joints. “I need a shower, a shave, and clean clothes before I stink us out of the room.”

“I was unaware that your stubble had any bearing on how much you stink.”

“It’s a rule somewhere, I swear it. The balance of the entire universe hinges on me shaving.”

“They keep telling me that you’re terrible at sarcasm. I think they lied to me.”

I chuckled. “They tell me it’s your fault. I met you. You must have gifted me with sarcasm and a sense of humor.” 

“I can live with that. I like you just as you are. You’re funny.” Picking up her watch from the nightstand, she put it on. “Thirty minutes, Mr. Jackson. I’m timing you.”

“Why thirty?”

“I just want to see if you can do it.”

I stood. “Challenge accepted.” Grabbing a change of clothes, I retreated to the bathroom. When I emerged, Richard and Nicole were sitting on the bed talking with Evelyn.

My mate checked the time. “Eight minutes over. At least you don’t look like you electrocuted yourself this time.”

“Challenge failed. I take forever, sorry.”

“You look tired,” Nicole said, scowling at me. “Didn’t sleep well?”

I widened my eyes. “I was supposed to sleep?”

“Yes, you were,” Richard grumbled.

“I had to work. I lost track of time. What’s the plan?” I asked, sprawling onto the chair, grabbing my watch and putting it on. “My vote is breakfast. If I don’t feed Evelyn, I’ll be lunch.”

Richard chuckled. “I think you’re safe on that score. We’re going to get a feel for the city today. Our first stop is a lake on Mount Royal. It’s a popular place with the college kids in the area.”

Shrugging into my suit jacket, I buttoned the cuffs and grabbed my wallet and phone. “Why this lake first?”

“It’s one of the better leads we have. Gerald’s people got a few hits from missing persons reports that some of the victims had last been seen near the lake. Between you, me, and Nicole, we might get lucky.”

I turned to Nicole and asked, “What will you be doing?”

Nicole pulled out a moonstone sphere, holding it up. Colors shifted in its depths. “Looking for unnatural things.”

There was something eerie about the stone. While there wasn’t an imprint of death, it had a sense of presence, as though it were somehow alive. “That includes all of us, I hope you’re aware.”

“Jackson, do not make me kick your ass,” she warned.

I widened my eyes. “Is that a promise? I can think of a lot worse things than being put in my place by a beautiful woman.”

“Jackson!” Evelyn and Nicole chorused.

Richard turned to Evelyn, pointing at her. “This is all your fault, I hope you know. You’re a bad influence on him. Before you came around, all that ever came out of his mouth was honest sincerity. I hope you’re happy.”

Evelyn’s smile warmed me. “Very, thank you. What are we doing after we see this lake?”

Sighing and shaking his head, Richard replied, “We’ll be checking out some of the local universities. Most of the missing kids went to the schools nearest to the park. Tomorrow is when we’ll be making a few friendly visits to some people.”

Something about his tone warned me of trouble. “How friendly are we talking about here?”

Richard smiled. “If you aren’t wearing a vest, you aren’t invited.”




~~*~~




After breakfast, we hiked up Mount Royal. By Georgian standards, it was a hill with a great view of the city skirting it. Most of the mountain was a park with roads and hiking trails traversing it. Wearing black sneakers with a suit fringed on the ridiculous, but I doubted anyone would notice my feet. I should have worn a t-shirt and jeans like the others.

I’d never learn.

When we passed a cemetery on our way up, something about it sent chills down my spine. It took us an hour to circle our way up the slopes. 

Beaver Lake wasn’t very large, but too many people had died on its shores.

It had been Richard’s idea to bring the notepad, and pulling it out of my pocket, I wrote down their names. I made it halfway around the lake before I found someone I recognized. The woman had died in the water. As I stared at the silty bottom, I had the disconcerting doubled vision of two deaths. Like the others, she had died in a sterile, white room.

I heard her screams.

All I could tell of her second death was that she had been seeking something beneath the surface, and had dug her way into the silt. Her body was still there, waiting to be found.

Pulling out my phone, I called Gerald.

“Leclerc.”

“Tip off the Montreal police. There’s at least one body in Beaver Lake,” I said, swallowing several times to control my churning stomach.

“Are you serious?”

“Deathly so. She’s maybe eight to ten feet from shore under the silt.” I turned, judging the distance between us and the building near the road. “I’d say we’re about fifty feet from the building, if that. I can’t tell you how long she’s been here.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Gerald promised.

Everyone stared at me. Amber frowned, looking out over the water. “She’s really out there?”

“She is,” I confirmed, returning my cell to my pocket. Continuing my path around the lake, I found several more bodies within twenty feet.

All of them had been seeking something.

“That’s really creepy, Jackson,” Alex said. “Your eyes have turned a washed-out gray.”

“That’s funny, coming from someone who can turn into an oversized dog. Your eyes turn yellow when you’re cranky,” I retorted. Turning to Nicole, I asked, “Can you tell anything with that stone of yours?” I pointed at the water. “There’s six women right there.”

“You mean they died there?” Richard’s wife asked, pulling out the crystal sphere.

“No, I mean that they’re still there.”

“Gross. They left them there? Those poor women.”

I shook my head. “No, they weren’t left there. They went there on their own. They were looking for something.”

“Any idea what?” Richard asked.

“It doesn’t work that way. I don’t usually pick up anything more than their names—sometimes a glimpse of how they died. They’re different. They want me to find who killed them. They’re—it’s like part of them is still alive.” I shuddered.

Evelyn took hold of my hand. “Why don’t we keep walking while Nicole has a look?”

“I won’t be long,” Richard’s wife replied, tossing the sphere into the lake. She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes. “This works better with a silver mirror, but water will have to do.”

Crouching at the lake’s edge, she opened her eyes and stared into the water. Within moments, her eyes widened. “That’s not possible. It’s just not possible.”

I kept still, squeezing my mate’s hand.

Richard knelt beside Nicole. “What’s not possible?”

“They were already dead when they entered the water, Richard. They—they came here to return to the earth.” Shaking, she reached out her hand. The moonstone rolled out of the water to halt beside her. Picking it up, she pressed it to her chest. “There are more of them.”

“Where?” I asked.

“They’re all in the lake, deep in the water, deep in the ground. They wanted to go down.” Nicole turned to her husband, burying her face in his shirt. “There’s so many of them.”

I clenched my teeth and stared into the heart of Beaver Lake.




~~*~~




Ten feet of water was the limit of my witchcraft. Any deeper than that, and the names of the dead eluded me. Despite that, I was aware of something lurking within the center of the lake. My skin crawled.

The first of the cop cars arrived as we were leaving. Nicole was pale, and there was a greenish hue to her skin.

“You deal with that all of the time?” she whispered to me, linking her arm with mine.

“Unfortunately. All I need to see is a photograph, usually.”

Those who lurked within the blood diamond were the exception, and I didn’t know why. Could I learn how to control what I learned of the dead? I wondered what it would be like to look through a photo album like everyone else could.

“That’s terrible.”

“So is what happened to them,” I replied, wondering what the police would dredge out of the depths of Beaver Lake. Why had the living dead gone there?

Worst of all, I wondered if my daughter numbered among them. The uncertainty made me want to turn around and wade into the water so I might learn the truth.

Evelyn captured my other arm, resting her cheek against my shoulder. I kissed her forehead.

“Maybe we should call it quits,” Alex suggested, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Nicole’s gray, and you’re not looking much better, Jackson. Even Amber looks queasy.”

“There’s definitely something wrong with that lake,” Amber muttered.

Richard grunted. “Maybe we should split up. Nicole, Amber, and Jackson can return to the hotel while the rest of us take a look at the universities. We’ll find out what paths those kids may have taken to get to the lake.”

Wrinkling her nose and shaking her head, Amber replied, “No. I’ll be fine in a few minutes. Jackson should, for certain. You really don’t look very good either, Nicole. We can’t send all of the sensors back to the hotel.”

“I’m fine, but I agree about you, Jackson.”

“Not on his own,” Evelyn snapped.

“I’d really like you with me, Evelyn. Your nose is as good as mine. Nicole’s more likely to see something. Amber, you’re more than capable of keeping an eye on him on your own,” Richard said, staring at me with a frown. “You could use some sleep. You look exhausted. You can go catch a nap until we’re back.”

Amber patted her lightweight jacket. “I have my carry permit. But, that said, Nicole’s far more tired than I am. She’s carrying, and she’s almost as good of a shot as me.”

“Enough,” I cut in, glaring at them. “While it was unpleasant, I’m not hurt—and neither is Nicole. You’re not, right?”

“I’m fine. It was startling and unpleasant, but I’ll be good in a few minutes.”

“I’m fine as well.”

“You’re tired,” Richard growled at me.

“It’s true. I was an idiot and stayed up all night working. I wouldn’t say no to getting some sleep. That said, it’s what, maybe five blocks to get back to the hotel once we’re down the hill? I think I can handle that on my own.”

“On your own?” the Alpha Fenerec demanded, glaring at me.

I started counting. “ First, the reports put all of the disappearances at night. Second, I don’t need a babysitter.”

“No fighting,” Evelyn warned, tugging on my arm. “While I’d rather if he didn’t, I’m okay with him going back to our room on his own if he wants. If we take that second trail we saw earlier, it puts us about a block from the hotel, doesn’t it? It’s a longer walk for us, but who cares? I don’t. No working if you do go back, Jackson.”

“I solemnly swear I will not work,” I promised, kissing her cheek.

“That sounds like a plan. You’ll go back to the hotel. We’ll check out the university, and I’ll come wake you for dinner.” My mate smiled at me, tweaking my nose. “I hope you’ve learned your lesson, sir.”

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

“You’re a control freak,” Evelyn retorted. “What could possibly happen on a busy street on a nice day like this?”

Lisa shrugged. “She’s got a point, Richard. It’s as low risk as it gets.”

“So was sending him into the cargo bay of his own cruise ship,” Richard snarled at his brother’s wife.

“He just cares,” Nicole told me, flashing a smile. “He growls, worries, and makes a pest out of himself when he thinks he doesn’t have perfect control over his precious people. You should have seen him when Amber and I went on a field trip to a power plant in Cali.”

“Nicole.”

“Yes, darling?”

Richard sighed. “Fine. No trouble, no detours, no anything. Go straight to your room.”

I laughed. “Okay, Mom.”

“I mean it!”


Chapter Twenty-One







I was less than half a block from the hotel when a black Mercedes pulled up alongside me. The back window rolled down.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Anderson. You don’t leave America often. Why don’t you get into the car so we can have a talk? The front seat, if you please.”

I didn’t please, but while I couldn’t get a good look at the man’s face, I did have an excellent view down the barrel of his Glock. It wasn’t equipped with a suppressor, but I doubted he would care if anyone heard the gunfire. My corpse on the sidewalk would be obvious enough.

When I hesitated, he said, “I don’t recommend refusing my invitation. It would have adverse consequences to your health.”

“Bullets tend to.” Sighing, I stepped onto the street and opened the door. The driver wore a suit similar to mine, with oversized sunglasses and a ball cap obscuring his features. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”

“We’d just like to have a few words with you regarding your Inquisition. You must understand, it is very difficult to hunt you down, Your Eminence. Please, do put on your seatbelt. It’d be a shame if you avoided a bullet in your chest only to die in a wreck.”

While I buckled in, a myriad of statistics rattled around in my head, most of which referred to the high mortality rate of kidnapped adults. My cooperation would buy me time, but there were no guarantees they would leave me alive—especially once they realized that they had the wrong Anderson.

Until I figured out a better plan, pretending to be my brother might keep me alive, at least temporarily. “I’m listening.”

“First, I’d like to extend our sincerest regrets for your brother’s death. We were taken by surprise and quite alarmed to learn he was onboard the plane that crashed in Ontario instead of you.”

He didn’t sound very apologetic to me.

“Thank you,” I replied, my tone turning cold. It was easy for me to imagine my brother’s reaction. “Should I take that to mean that you were involved with the sabotage?”

“We wanted you and your brother alive. Fortunately, his death has created an opportunity for us. We have a business proposition we would like to make. Originally, we were going to demonstrate our offer using your brother, but his death has bereaved us of that chance. It is a shame, as he was an influential man.”

I shoved my hands into my pockets, wiggling my ring off my finger. My brother didn’t wear one; he was notorious for never dating anyone. I doubted the driver had noticed its presence, and all I could do was hope that the man in the back hadn’t either. “I see. Go on.”

“You’re rather calm about this, Mr. Anderson.”

What would my brother say? Sometimes, I knew him more by reputation than from interaction. By reputation, he put the needs of the Inquisition above all else, so I said, “If you have a business proposition for the Inquisition, it is my duty and responsibility to listen,” I replied, adopting the scornful way Elliot spoke when handling Inquisition matters.

“I think you’ll find our proposal quite interesting. Gavin, take us to the warehouse,” the man in the back ordered.

The driver headed north to a highway before turning westbound.

“A warehouse? If you’re interested in the transport of goods, you have the wrong Anderson.” Pretending to be my brother and adopting such a callous tone and outlook left me sick to my stomach.

“Fortunately, we are not interested in the transport of goods. My name is Alan Fredrick. I work for Basin, a research firm. We have developed a way to cure victims of witchcraft and lycanthropy. We wish to work with you in order to rid the world of the supernatural and ensure the ongoing survival of humanity.”




~~*~~




I couldn’t speak as the implications of what Alan Fredrick told me sank in.

The dead waited in eager silence, and I understood a little more about their deaths. The white, sterile room must have been part of a research facility. Could witchcraft be cured?

A shiver ran through me. Suzanne would have loved to have been born without witchcraft, free from the Inquisition. Piece by piece, I put together what had happened—first to me, and then to the pack in Thunder Bay.

It was impossible for Suzanne to have faked her death on her own. Too many people had been involved. There had even been an investigation of the crash. For her to make her escape, she would have needed help. After leaving Thunder Bay with Jacqueline, the living dead had come to kill the Alphas.

Suzanne wouldn’t have mourned their loss. Considering that she was willing to strike our daughter, I easily believed she would have led the living dead right to the Fenerec.

My anger spiked as the realization of what had happened sank in. Those murdered, those I carried with me in the stone hidden beneath my suit, had been the science experiments of the demented and prejudiced. There were those who loathed anything to do with magic. Until I had been born, my family had been the perfect example of purity, untouched by the supernatural.

My family, however, had kept their blood pure to rule over the supernaturals and police them, not to destroy them. That’s why I was still alive.

Until I had met Evelyn, I had been very careful never to break the Inquisition’s rules.

“You have found a way to cure witches and Fenerec?” I asked, unable to force my voice above a whisper.

“Werewolves, Mr. Anderson. Let’s not confuse the matter. They’re cursed beasts who require help—or execution. You have overseen their containment for years. You know how dangerous they are.”

The driver took an exit, leaving the elevated highway in favor of a smaller one that had seen better days decades ago. Despite its proximity to a major thoroughfare, it had a barren feel to it.

It was the perfect sort of place to dump a body without someone finding it for a long time. Traffic slowed and ground to a halt due to construction on an overpass. The driver slowed the car and came to a halt at the start of the bridge.

I drew a deep breath and hated myself as I said, “I will not deny that the werewolves, as you call them, are quite dangerous.”

If I had anything to say about it, I was going to be equally dangerous. If Basin was behind my daughter’s death, I would destroy them all, no matter what the cost.

“They are extremely dangerous. I trust you can understand why purifying humanity is so important. With werewolves and witches around, we can’t ensure our ongoing survival. The Inquisition has done admirably well eliminating dangerous individuals. However, the time has come to put an end to the supernatural plaguing us and infecting our families. You know this is fact. Your brother, may he rest in peace, was evidence of this phenomena.”

My daughter’s warmth in my chest chilled to ice, and her rage joined with my own. The intensity of it cramped my stomach.

I wanted to kill them all, but until I knew more about them, their goals, and what they would do, I couldn’t. All I could do was ask questions and hope I found the answers I needed. Once again, I wondered what my brother would say and how he would act.

I hadn’t seen my brother in action enough to know, so I hoped how I handled my business would work. When I wanted information, when I wanted to press a deal, respect and delicacy went a long way. “And this cure doesn’t harm the patients?”

“The patients,” Fredrick murmured. “Yes, that’s a lovely, eloquent way of referring to the victims of witchcraft and lycanthropy. There were willing volunteers who died in the early stages of the cure’s development. It is thanks to their dedication to our cause that we were able to make it so far in helping them.”

I drew a deep breath. The stench of the city, of smoke, oil, and road dust from construction filled my nose. There was another odor, a sour one that turned my stomach.

Alan Fredrick was lying to me.

I could readily believe that there were those who would do anything to rid themselves of unwanted witchcraft. With few exceptions—the True Fenerec numbering among them—becoming a lycanthrope was a choice, not an accident of birth. However, the blood diamond told another tale.

Who would volunteer for such torture?

Only my daughter had been spared from the horror of the death the others had endured.

Clenching my teeth, I asked, “You have perfected this process? Please understand, the Inquisition has many highly trained individuals. Their skills are a notable asset, even if you exclude their supernatural nature.”

“Indeed. We haven’t had a single casualty in over two years.”

The sour stench once again burned my nose. “How many have you tested this cure on?”

“Several hundred have volunteered since we perfected the cure,” Fredrick replied. “Can I interest you in a tour? One of our facilities is located several blocks away from here, once we make it through construction. Damned bridges.”

A tour would give me a chance to find out the truth. If my daughter had died in Montreal, I would find out. The thought of my Jacqueline numbering among those to suffer through two deaths turned my stomach. It was well enough that construction had stopped traffic completely, or I would have vomited all over the interior of the Mercedes.

I made it to the railing, shuddering as I spit bile out of my mouth. I stared down at the stone embankment sloping down to the road below.

The back window of the Mercedes rolled down, and after I had a chance to catch my breath, I turned. Once again, I stared down the barrel of Fredrick’s Glock. “Are you all right, Mr. Anderson?”

I blurted out the first excuse I thought of, “Ulcer.”

At the rate I was going, it’d be true enough.

“If you’re finished, get back into the car.”

I nodded, making a show of panting for breath. “Please give me a moment.”

Fredrick lowered his gun. “Of course. Don’t be long.”

With an audience of curious construction workers and drivers watching me, I wondered if my kidnappers would shoot me if I didn’t comply fast enough. So long as they had reason to believe I was my brother, I was probably safe enough—as long as I looked interested in their proposition. Wiping my mouth, I straightened and headed back to the car. If I wanted to get my revenge for my daughter’s murder, I needed to infiltrate their firm.

“Sorry about that.” I reached for the door.

The ground buckled beneath my feet. Losing my balance, I fell back against the guardrail. The concrete crumbled beneath me, and with a groan of strained metal, I fell to the stone-paved slope below. I hit the ground hard, sliding down the bank. Thunder deafened me, and chunks of cement and twisted metal rained down on me.

The last thing I saw through the haze was a dark-haired man armed with a gun bursting out of the backseat of the Mercedes. The bridge broke apart as it collapsed, stealing away the lives of fifteen people, including Alan Fredrick, who I needed to find my daughter’s murderer.




~~*~~




Time lost meaning as I stared at the ruins of the bridge. I had missed being crushed by less than three feet. Debris surrounded me, and a veneer of rock dust caked me, choking off my breath. I wheezed, and despite knowing I needed to get away from the destruction, I couldn’t move.

My chance to get close to Jacqueline’s killers was gone, buried in the wreckage of the fallen bridge and the crushed Mercedes. The names of the two men, as well as the identity of their company, were a small consolation. One of their facilities was nearby—within several blocks.

All I could do was hope I could find the place on my own.

But first, I needed help. I pulled out my cell. The screen was shattered and the frame was bent. My temper flared, and unable to contain my fury, I threw the device into the ruins, spitting curses. I searched my pockets, relief washing over me as I found my ring. I slipped it onto my finger.

I checked my watch last. It had fared better than my phone. While it wouldn’t let me call anyone, it still worked.

When I tried to stand, my body protested the abuse, with the worst of my pain centered in my right ankle. It took me several tries to get to my feet.

As the dust settled, I gawked at the ruins, wondering how I—or anyone else—could have survived. Mangled cars and construction equipment jutted out of slabs of broken cement. Wherever the Mercedes was, it was beyond my reach.

An eerie silence fell, which was broken by the wail of sirens. The names of the dead burned into my memory, along with the glimpses of their last moments. None of them had suffered.

There hadn’t been time for anything other than a brief flash of fear, dismay, and disbelief. Their ends had been swift, but my anguish and horror remained. I couldn’t imagine how anyone on the bridge had survived.

If my brother and the others were right, I had been the one to cause the earthquake in Thunder Bay. Did bridges often fall while being repaired? I didn’t think so. That left one other option.

Because of me, fifteen people were dead.




~~*~~




I escaped from the chaos of the bridge collapse under a shroud of dust. Whether by luck or fate, I was the only surviving witness of the destruction. The street below the bridge connected to the highway through a sloped parking lot.

It hurt to walk, but I managed the hike up to the highway. While many of the businesses in the vicinity looked run down, curious spectators gathered to gawk at the destruction.

The dust was a mixed blessing; while breathing was difficult, it obscured my clothes and face, as it did those around me. I slipped in among them.

Around me, subdued conversations in French were punctuated by the occasion English word or phrase. A woman pulled out her phone and took several pictures. “Unbelievable,” she said, shaking her head.

“Not really,” a man in a t-shirt and torn jeans replied, coughing and waving his hand in front of his face in the futile effort of clearing the air. “Not the first, won’t be the last.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, shoving my hands into my jacket.

“Not from around here, eh? These happen. Couple of years back, one fell and killed five people. There have been bits and pieces falling off bridges for years,” he explained, gesturing to the wreckage. “That’s why there’s all the fuss on the 20.”

I remembered the detours we had been forced to follow in order to make it to our hotel, although I wasn’t sure which highway we had taken. I’d been half-asleep in the taxi. The hope that the bridge collapse hadn’t been my fault, that I hadn’t somehow caused another earthquake, left me breathless. Once I managed to compose myself, I asked, “I don’t suppose you know where a pay phone is, do you? I broke my cell earlier today.”

Laughter answered my question. “A pay phone? They’re going extinct. Who do you need to call?”

Did Evelyn count as my wife or girlfriend? I grimaced as I realized I didn’t know the number of her new phone. “I’m in town for business, and I think I’m going to be late.”

Pulling out a cell, he offered it to me. “If you know the number, you’re welcome to use mine.”

I took it, smiling at him. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” Dialing Richard’s cell, I put the phone to my ear, wondering what I’d tell him. While the phone rang, I took a few steps away, though I suspected I’d be overheard despite the precaution.

He answered on the third ring. “Murphy.”

“Hey, Richard. I’m an idiot and dropped my phone, so I mugged some guy and took his. Can you put Evelyn on for me?”

“I’ll take that to mean you asked if you could borrow someone’s phone. You realize your room has one, right? Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?”

“Maybe,” I evaded. “Maybe I went to the bar to get some coffee so I wouldn’t poison myself or break the room’s machine. Can you give the phone to Evelyn, please?”

I heard him sigh. “Evelyn, your mate wants to talk to you.”

Moments later, I heard Evelyn’s laughter. “You’re terrible at following directions,” she scolded.

“I know. I’m sorry. Hey, do me a favor? Step out of hearing range of them all, would you?”

She told the others she needed some privacy before she replied, “Okay. What’s going on?”

Since I had no idea if a Fenerec could tell if I was lying over the phone, I decided to go with a slightly modified version of the truth. “I may have been doing some research.”

“Jackson, you were supposed to go to bed without working.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” Once she found out that I had been abducted and had come within three feet of death, I was going to be extremely sorry. I’d deserve it, too.

“If you’re calling me with your confession, you must have found something. For that, I suppose I’ll be forced to forgive you,” she teased. “But to bed with you as soon as you hang up.”

“I found something I’d like you to look into. It might have something to do with what happened to Jacqueline.”

“Okay. What do you need?”

“I need you to check out a company called Basin. They should be located somewhere in the Montreal area. Also, there’s a man I want you to track down. His name is Alan Fredrick.” I paused, considering what else I could ask her to do—something that would keep them busy so I could have time to locate the warehouse and make my way back to the downtown area before they realized I wasn’t at the hotel. I sucked in a breath, remembering the medical equipment on board the Wave Dream. “Ask Richard and Gerald for help, okay?”

“Sure. Why can’t you do it yourself, though?”

I forced out a chuckle. “Aren’t I supposed to be sleeping? You like your new phone, so I thought you might enjoy calling around and snooping for information while you checked out the universities. Also, suggest to Richard to look into any schools dealing with medical research.”

“Medical research? Why?”

“Wasn’t one of the diamonds found with a bunch of medical equipment?” I asked. Faking a yawn, I paused before saying, “I should get off the phone. Can you do that for me?”

“Sure. I’ll ask Richard about it and see what we can dig up while we’re out. Go to sleep, Jackson. We’ll come get you for a late dinner, okay?”

I smiled at Evelyn’s stern tone. “Love you,” I murmured.

“Ditto,” she replied before hanging up on me.

I handed the man his phone back. “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

“I take it your business partner is also your wife?” he asked, pocketing his cell.

The truth of it, that Evelyn was willing and able to dirty her hands with me, drew a genuine laugh out of me. “I’m a lucky man.”

“Good for you.”

I scratched the back of my head, staring at the ruins of the bridge. “I don’t suppose you know where the easiest place to get a taxi from here is, do you?”

“Good question. With the bridge out, it’ll be a nightmare. You’ll need to hike to Marshall. It’s six or seven streets down. You can catch a bus from there.”

“Thanks, man,” I replied, taking one last look at the destruction. While Fredrick and his accomplice were dead, the Mercedes and their bodies lost in the rubble, I wasn’t out of options quite yet.

Several police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances arrived as I started my walk westbound in search of Basin’s warehouse. The dead howled their triumph in my head.




~~*~~




When I thought of a warehouse, a large sprawling building came to mind. The cracked concrete structure was a perfect match for the state of the highway. I suspected Basin’s sign had once been white, but years of exposure to the elements and city smog had turned it a splotchy gray.

There were no cars in the lot and the place was dark. I circled to the back, where I found a locked door. Rust stains streaked the metal. Clouded windows lined the building, hiding what lay within.

With the bridge out, the highway was abandoned. If anyone did work in the neighboring buildings, there were no signs of them. Instead of asphalt, the lot was covered in gravel. It took me several minutes to find a rock large enough for my needs.

I used it to knock on the door. The place remained silent.

Regarding the rock for a long moment, I shrugged, secured my grip on it, and smashed it through the nearest window. The crunch of breaking glass satisfied me almost as much as the quiet. It took several more blows to open a hole large enough for me to poke my head inside.

If there was an alarm, I saw no sign of it in the small room serving as a supply closet. I double-checked for the telltale boxes and corner cameras. With my heart beating frantically, I unlocked the window and slid it open.

Working under the assumption there was a silent alarm, I climbed inside, dodging the glass on the floor. Cardboard boxes filled the room, and turning to the nearest stack, I hauled the top one down, set it down, and went to work opening it. Inside, I found vacuum-sealed bags filled with a black powder. Each had a label, written in an eclectic mix of French and English.

I found one word I recognized: carbon.

“Diamonds,” I muttered, returning the packets to the box and setting it back where I found it. Squeezing my way through the narrow passages, I found a door leading deeper inside the building. Holding my breath, I gave the knob a firm twist.

It opened.

The sterile, white room waiting for me whipped the ghosts into a shrieking frenzy. The medical equipment was the same as they remembered, right down to the examination table in the center of the room. Disinfectant burned my nose, and I sneezed.

If those trapped within the blood diamond had died in the room, I didn’t sense it with my witchcraft. Turning in a slow circle, I took the place in, wondering what the assortment of equipment did and how it could be used against the supernatural.

Tucked in a corner was a tiny desk with a computer. I sat down in the rolling chair and moved the mouse. The system purred to life. A login prompt taunted me. The primary user was listed as Basin Research 1.

For some, hacking into a computer was child’s play. For me, it was a living nightmare I avoided. I preferred working with data, not trying to crack my way through security systems using obscure methods or brute force.

Without a password, all I could do was pull the plug, hope I didn’t break anything, strip out the hard drive, and pray I found something of use. It’d cost me a lot of time, and without knowing how long it would be until someone returned to the warehouse, I couldn’t afford to waste a moment.

I cursed, punching my fist against my knee. Brute force would get me nowhere. I had no idea if the system had a failsafe designed to prevent someone—me—from typing in a random passphrase in the hope of winning the technological lottery.

~Preserve humanity,~ the ghosts shrieked when I rolled the chair back to get a better look at the tower underneath the desk.

Dead people weren’t supposed to talk, give advice, or demand my obedience, but the ones trapped in the blood diamond ignored the rules, screaming at me when I hesitated.

With a shrug, I rolled my way back to the desk, pulled out the keyboard tray, and started typing in various combinations of the phrase. On the fourth try, after removing the space and swapping some letters for numbers and symbols, I was in.

It took me all of twenty seconds to come to the conclusion that the person in charge of the computer was an idiot. They used an older operating system, one with so many security holes I was amazed it hadn’t been hacked already. If it didn’t have a connection to the internet, I’d have to resort to grabbing the important parts and making a run for it.

I let my breath out in a relieved sigh. It was connected. Logging myself into a disposable email account, I compressed every file I could find in batches small enough to transfer. In order to obscure my tracks, I sent them to an auto-forwarding account. After ten forwards, it’d reach one of Zachary’s accounts.

Hopefully, he would be able to make sense of the data.

I made a point of gathering all of the program information I could as well, sending it off. Maybe Zachary could figure out what to do with it.

While waiting for the emails to finish sending, I stared at my watch. It had taken me two hours to send off the data. Until I was finished with the computer, I couldn’t leave. Whatever was on the machine might lead me to those behind Jacqueline’s death.

It might include how Basin was creating the blood diamonds. While I recognized some of the equipment, I had no idea how they could be used to strip the supernatural of their powers.

The only certainty was the fact that Basin was somehow behind the deaths of those trapped within the blood diamond. I couldn’t let the machines remain.

If I did, they’d be used.

First, I needed to deal with the computer. Drumming my fingers on the desk, I waited on the system, my anxiety growing with each passing minute. When the final file was sent, I drew a deep breath, held it, and went to work wiping the system.

Once I erased every file I could find, I shut the computer down. To make certain no one could recover any of the data, I needed to damage the hardware. Standing, I prowled around the room, checking each of the three doors. I found a janitorial closet, complete with a toolbox. Armed with a hammer and screwdriver, I unplugged the computer, cracked open the case, and took savage delight in smashing every single piece of electronics I could get my hands on.

With grim satisfaction, I went to work on the medical equipment. The ghosts lingered as I crushed and shattered the setup, going so far as to unplug everything I could and mangle the cords beyond repair. I overturned what I could until nothing remained intact.

It took me a little over an hour to wreck the place. Sweat dripped down my face. Tossing the hammer on the floor, I clenched my teeth. Would the loss of their data and equipment be enough to put a temporary stop to Basin’s operation?

I did one more pass around the place, kicking at the debris in my frustration.

It wasn’t enough. Delaying them didn’t ease my anguish over my daughter’s death or satisfy my lust for revenge. I didn’t want to break their equipment and steal their research.

Nothing short of destroying them and leaving their plans in utter ruins would do.




~~*~~




I meant to leave, but the ghosts had other ideas.

Time lurched; one moment I was on my way to the back door to make my escape and the next I was back in the janitorial closet.

~Down,~ the ghosts ordered.

The pouch containing the diamond, which rested over my heart, warmed. I shook my head, at a loss of why I was in the closet and how the spirits expected me to obey them. A shudder ran through me.

The dead weren’t supposed to control the living, yet I had no recollection of them taking over long enough to walk me into the closet. If I fought them and attempted to leave, would they try to take over again?

We both wanted the same thing. Drawing a deep breath, I went to work shoving the supplies out of the closet. If they wanted to go down, I needed to find the floor under the mess I had made.

Ten minutes later, I found a trapdoor tucked into the corner of the closet, hidden beneath a plastic shelving unit. Pulling it open revealed a staircase leading down. Like the lab, it reeked of disinfectant, and was painted a sterile white. Flickering fluorescent tubes illuminated the way down, and the accompanying hum put me on edge.

I closed the trapdoor behind me.

The stairs went down at least four stories below the warehouse, and my ankle protested each and every step. By the time I reached the bottom, I was bathed in sweat and limping. A hallway stretched out for as far as I could see, and the ghosts urged me to hurry.

They wanted me to jog. My ankle limited me to a walk, one that required me to stop every few minutes to rest my foot. The spirits shrieked their impatience and frustration.

While I could filter out their ceaseless cries, I couldn’t ignore the biting chill spreading through me, centered on the blood diamond hanging around my neck. My teeth chattered. They numbed my ankle enough for me to adopt a brisk walk.

I was grateful that I had worn sneakers instead of dress shoes.

Thirty-five minutes after descending the staircase into the tunnel, I found another flight of steps leading down. Halting to catch my breath, I listened. All remained silent.

A steel door waited at the bottom, and when I opened it, I froze, sucking in my breath.

The harsh and burning stench of disinfectant wasn’t enough to mask the rot lingering in the air. The barred doors of a prison lined the narrow corridor. Each cell was barely large enough for someone to stand or sit. The still quiet of the grave smothered me. Step by trembling step, I headed down the hall.

The prison was devoid of life, but not of death. Hundreds of imprints stained the white walls and floors. There were so many of them that instead of names, they were more like the chill of an autumn wind tearing leaves from the trees.

Setting the thirty-minute timer on my watch, I jogged through the prison.

While the Inquisition wasn’t innocent, at least they treated the supernatural with some respect and dignity. The Inquisition had prisons; everyone who joined stayed in one of the cells for at least a week, both as a warning and as a demonstration.

Their cells, however, were more like small hotel rooms. For Fenerec without control, they were a place of safety. Those lost to the influence of the moon couldn’t escape from the silver-laden walls. For witches, they were places of retreat. Charms, herbs, and magic kept rogue powers at bay.

I had plenty of reasons to hate and fear the Inquisition, but my brother would never have condoned Basin’s activities, of that I was certain. The cages weren’t fit for dogs, let alone people.

It took me twenty minutes to reach the end of the cells. My need to destroy everything that Basin was and represented surged, and the dead fed on my lust for violence and revenge.

Basin would fall, and one way or another, I would see it happen.




~~*~~




The prison led to another tunnel. Instead of stairs, the passage sloped down, descending deeper into the earth. Tire tracks scuffed the floors, and I followed them.

I found a second prison.

The living dead occupied the cells, and they stared at me with unseeing eyes. They sat in their cells, clad in white hospital gowns. Men and women, most barely old enough to classify as adults, waited in eerie quiet.

Not all of them haunted me through the blood diamond. I reached out for the nearest cell and gave it a tug. It opened.

There wasn’t even a way to lock it. I clenched my teeth and crouched in front of the woman. When I touched her, she flinched away like an abused animal. Her name was Kayla, and she had died a year ago.

The ghosts raged within me, howling their discontent that I wasted time instead of setting them free. Loosening my tie and collar, I pulled out the pouch from under my shirt. A bloody glow seeped through the seams. I pulled out the gem, grimacing at its heat.

“All or none,” I snarled at the rock and the dead contained within it.

No one deserved to be treated like a caged dog.

 The anguished wails of the dead rang in my ears before they quieted.

Returning the stone to its pouch, I once again slipped it beneath my shirt. I rested my elbows on my knees. How could I help her?

Could I?

Without her soul, she was nothing more than a senseless animal. What could I do to help her and Basin’s other victims? All I knew was her name.

I furrowed my brows. Names had power. It was an idiom I’d heard often in the Inquisition. If you wanted to give someone influence over your life, you gave them your True name. It was more than just what was written on a birth certificate.

According to some witches, it was the way the True name was spoken and the intent of the giver that gave it such power. I agreed, to a certain degree. No two souls were identical, not even those of twins. My brother and I were proof enough of that. Maybe I was taller than him thanks to my witchcraft, but otherwise, we were one and the same.

Could invoking the True names of the dead somehow help? All I could do was try.

The dead waited in expectant silence.

“Kayla Elizabeth Montgomery,” I whispered, reaching out to touch her forehead.

Nothing happened.

~Blood!~ the ghosts screamed.

I grimaced. I had plenty of cuts and scrapes from the tumble off the bridge onto the embankment below. Tearing off one of the scabs wouldn’t do me much damage.

If it meant restoring the dead to life, I had blood enough to spare. Scratching at my palm, I reopened one of the wounds. When droplets of my blood beaded, I once again touched her brow.

“Kayla Elizabeth Montgomery,” I repeated in a firm tone. The way I spoke sickened me, reminding me of how I would call in a loose dog rather than address another human being.

A scream erupted out of her, and I recoiled from her. My heart skipped several beats before racing back to life. The pupils of her eyes dilated until all that remained of her blue irises was a thin sliver. The noise she made belonged to a wounded and dying animal.

“Kayla?” I whispered, keeping still so I wouldn’t alarm her.

When I looked at her, I no longer knew her name. I shook as much as she did.

The impossibility of what I had done with my blood and her name smothered me.

The dead lived.


Chapter Twenty-Two







I found Suzanne in the heart of the prison.

Like all of the others, there was no life in her jade eyes. Her auburn hair was a tangled mess, far longer than I remembered. When we had been married, before she had abandoned me and stolen our daughter, she had kept it shorter, the ends of her unruly curls brushing her shoulders.

After everything else she had done, it wouldn’t surprise me if she had kept it short to spite me. I liked long hair. I liked spending the time brushing it. I liked the way it tangled in my fingers.

I drew a deep breath, my cheek twitching as I decided what to do. Those I had resurrected loitered in the hallway in a quiet daze. If I left her, I doubted the other survivors would notice or care. If I brought her back, would she try to come between Evelyn and me?

Clenching my teeth, I cracked my knuckles one by one. Part of me wanted to wrap my hands around her throat and wring the remaining life out of her. The rest of me grieved.

Some ghosts I simply couldn’t escape.

“All or none,” I whispered to myself.

My hand shook as I pressed my bloodied palm to Suzanne’s cheek. “Suzanne Annemarie Greene,” I called.

The hardness returned to my ex-wife’s jade eyes, and her gaze focused on me. Her cheeks flushed. She took a long look around her, her expression shifting from baffled to annoyed. She turned to me and hissed, “Anderson.”

I narrowed my eyes, wondering why the first word out of her mouth was my brother’s name. In the years we had been together, she had always called me Jackson. On rare occasion, or when she was particularly angry, she’d call me Emmett.

Dante Anderson was, as always, the family shame. She knew my full name; Jacqueline’s birth certificate was proof of that. I rose to my feet. There was so much I wanted to say and ask, but I couldn’t force out a single word.

“Anderson, what are you doing here? What’s the Inquisition doing here? This is Canada! You’re not supposed to be here.” Judging from the way she was acting, I doubted she had any idea that she had died—or spent the past two years in a cage deep underground.

While I had helped the others to their feet, I stepped back and left Suzanne to stand on her own. When I didn’t answer her, she frowned.

My hope of her rotting in her cell died when she stood. “What are you doing?” she demanded. “What have you done?”

The way she spoke, the certainty in her tone, and the disapproval glinting in her eyes confirmed what I had feared. She wasn’t a victim.

Suzanne participated willingly.

The ghosts in the blood diamond howled. Among them, I could hear the echo of Suzanne’s voice, part of her still lingering within the jewel.

My daughter’s presence chilled, and her rage overwhelmed the others. She didn’t speak—she never spoke, and never would again, not unless I could find her body. My hope gave me the strength to ignore the freezing cold in my chest. “Your murdered your own daughter.”

Suzanne laughed long and hard. “That thing wasn’t my daughter.”

Before I realized what I was doing, I lashed out, cracking the back of my hand against Suzanne’s cheek. She staggered, falling against the wall.

With wide eyes, she lifted her hand to her face. Blood dripped from her split lip. “Anderson,” she gasped.

“You murdered your own daughter,” I repeated, balling my hands into fists.

“You don’t understand. I had to. She was his—she would become yet another monster. I didn’t kill her. I made her human. Don’t you understand? Because of me, she’s human.”

“She’s dead!” I snarled.

“Better to be dead and human than alive and a monster.” She spit on me, pushing away from the wall to stand tall and proud. “If you hit me again, you’re going to be the one dead.”

“Where is she?” I whispered, my gaze settling on her throat. I doubted it would take much effort to snap her pretty, pale neck.

Suzanne snorted. “Why would I know or care? They probably got rid of her body once they finished purifying her. She’s not exactly useful, not like us. It’s too much work to raise a child.”

Fury stole my breath. I swept my arm out to point at those milling around nearby. “Useful as what?”

“What else? You’re not stupid, Anderson. Why don’t you take a guess? We’re no different than the Inquisition.” Bracing her hands on her hips, she glowered at me. “You should know. I know what you are, Anderson. If they haven’t gotten your brother yet, I hope you get to watch as they strip him of his precious magic and inter him into the ranks. But you don’t put him in harm’s way, do you? You’re just like him, a useless coward.”

I had met more than my fair share of the insane, but Suzanne’s fervent tone and the wild look in her eyes shocked me. The Fenerec in Thunder Bay had convinced me of her malevolence, but to see her snarl and snap at me stole my breath. My stomach cramped at the implications of her words.

The partnership of witches and wolves made up the heart of the Inquisition. Under my brother’s guidance, it was a necessary evil meant to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves against the supernatural.

Basin wasn’t purifying the supernatural for the good of mankind. It was creating an army.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you,” I whispered. I had one already.

Justice would come to my ex-wife at the hands of my mate. I savored the thought of watching my beautiful, headstrong Fenerec live up to her promise while I watched.

Suzanne would be my wedding gift to Evelyn, paving a new future for us. For that reason alone, I would leave my ex-wife alive.

“You won’t kill me because you know what it would do to your brother when he finds out. And he will, Anderson, you know that. He’ll find out I was still alive, and it’ll destroy him. When he learns you killed me, he’ll be ruined.” Suzanne smiled at me. “Go ahead. Do it. All you’ll do is prove we’re right.”

“Basin wants the help of the Inquisition,” I pointed out, shrugging.

“Only so we can purify the entirety of humanity,” she countered. “I told them it was better to just kill them.”

“Unfortunately, you’re mistaken,” I said, turning on a heel.

Before I could deal with Suzanne, I had to free the rest of the prisoners. My ex-wife staggered in my wake, watching me as I touched the faces of the dead and whispered them back to life.

“What are you doing? Stop that! You can’t just let them—“

“If you say another word, I will cut out your tongue,” I whispered. She didn’t need her tongue to live long enough for me to take her to Evelyn.

She snapped her mouth shut.

The prison held seventy-five people, including Suzanne. When I finished calling the spirits of the dead back to their bodies, I trembled from exhaustion. They stared at me.

“Go,” I said, pointing down the hall. “You can get out of here that way. You can call the police from above ground.”

In their stunned daze, they didn’t speak, obeying me with the mindlessness I expected of the dead. All I could do was hope they made it—and that they had the presence of mind to call the cops once they made their escape.

When Suzanne went to chase after them, I grabbed her elbow, squeezing as she fought my grip on her.

“Let me go,” she demanded.

“You’re coming with me.”

She balled her free hand into a fist and struck out at me. Catching her hand, I twisted until she cried out in pain. “Anderson!”

“You have the wrong brother, sweetheart. Shut your fucking mouth before I shut it for you. You know this place. You’re going to show me around, if you know what’s good for you.”

The blood drained from her face. “That’s impossible. He—you—you’d never…”

“I’d never what?” I hissed at her. “Hit a woman? Show up in Canada? You really are ignorant, aren’t you?”

She stiffened. “How did you find us?”

“You can thank Basin for that,” I whispered, waiting until the escapees were out of sight before shoving her in the other direction. “If they have munitions down here, you’re going to take me to them. Don’t even think about doing anything stupid, Suzanne. I know exactly what you did to Jacqueline, and I’m running out of reasons not to snap your fucking neck and be done with you.”

I think she believed me, because she turned white and nodded. “It’s not far,” she whispered.

Letting her go, I pointed. “March.”

The prison joined with a maze of hallways, lined with proper doors. She guided me down one of them, halting at one. “Here.”

“Open it.”

Glowering at me, she grabbed the knob and shoved it open.

A terrorist’s paradise waited for me. Gun racks loaded with assault rifles and an assortment of handguns waited for me. An assortment of bulletproof vests lining one of the walls. I gave her a push inside, closing the door behind me. “Don’t even think of moving from that spot or touching a thing.”

To demonstrate my seriousness, I scooped up the nearest pistol, and turning so she could watch me, I systematically checked the weapon, chambered a round, and disengaged the safety. Her eyes widened.

“When did you learn to shoot a gun?”

I grabbed a holster and a vest. Without taking my eyes off of Suzanne, I stripped out of my jacket and shirt, donned the Kevlar, and dressed again. I wore the blood diamond next to my skin, ignoring the discomfort of the stone digging into my chest. Re-engaging the safety, I holstered the handgun. “None of your business.”

“It is my business!”

“Since when?”

“I’m your wife.”

I laughed at her as I snatched an assault rifle and slipped the strap over my shoulder. “Like hell you are.”

“Jackson!”

“Don’t you even dare. You murdered our daughter. You lost the right to call me a husband years ago—right around the time you faked your death and kidnapped our child so you could kill her and hundreds of others, too.”

“At least she died a human,” Suzanne shrieked.

“And you’ll die as something less than human,” I swore.

“You wouldn’t.”

I smiled at her and savored how she flinched at my expression. “You’ll find out soon enough, won’t you?” I pulled out the pistol, disengaged the safety, and pointed the weapon at her. “Walk. You’re going to show me all of Basin’s operations.”

“Don’t do this, Jackson,” she pleaded.

“I’m done talking to you, Suzanne. No tricks. You make so much as a peep, you lead me anywhere other than where I wish to go, and I will kill you myself. Who knows, I might even like it.”

On our way out, I grabbed all of the ammunition I could carry.




~~*~~




The dead demanded vengeance. Those who had no bodies to return to raged, and I was powerless to soothe them.

I didn’t want to.

They hissed at me, whispering their desires in my ear while Suzanne led me through the maze of hallways. She didn’t speak, sneaking glances at me as I forced her onward. When she slowed or delayed, I pressed the gun to her ribs in a reminder of what I was carrying and my willingness to use it.

When we came to a junction, she halted and said, “Where do you want to go?”

“Is there a lab here?”

Swallowing, she nodded.

“How many of these labs are in the city?”

The muscles of her cheek twitched. “Two.”

I had already destroyed one, which left me with one other to demolish before I could leave, taking Suzanne to Evelyn. Savoring the thought of my mate ridding us both of my traitorous ex-wife, I smiled. “Take me to it.”

When she obeyed, the dead once again screamed at me, their desire burning through me.

Even my daughter raged.

“How many people work here?” I asked.

“Ten.”

Because of Evelyn, because of the bond I shared with my Fenerec, I could smell the sour stench of her lie. “Liar.”

She flinched. “I am not.”

“The truth, Suzanne.”

If she insisted on lying, I hoped Evelyn would be satisfied with me delivering a corpse as a wedding gift instead. Approval radiated from the ghosts. Their lust for her blood tempted me, urging me to pull the trigger.

“Fine. There’s probably twenty or thirty.”

The sour odor dissipated.

“Take me to them,” I ordered.

I understood the need for vengeance and justice. Everything wrong with my life lived and breathed, guiding me through Basin’s complex. My daughter should have been the one alive, playing as children did, experiencing new things under my watchful eye.

Children weren’t supposed to die before their parents. Most of the ghosts within me, crying out at the circumstances of their deaths, should have had decades of life left to experience, to live, to survive, and to endure. Maybe I hadn’t met my daughter, maybe I hadn’t had a chance to watch her grow and learn, but I was a parent. I was a father.

The ghosts were children, some older than the others, but children all the same, robbed of their futures.

They deserved far more than dying over and over, used as tools of war.

Giving them a place, giving them a purpose, and giving them a chance to rest in peace once their revenge was complete was the only thing I could do. Without their bodies, I couldn’t bring them back.

Without Jacqueline’s body, I couldn’t bring her back.

The dead wailed at the injustice of it all.

Closing my eyes, I drew a deep breath and let them in.




~~*~~




The first man I killed was waiting for us when we turned a corner. He held a Beretta, pointing it at my head. As I had been taught, I lifted the gun, took aim, and pulled the trigger in one smooth motion. The gun recoiled, and I took the second shot as soon as I was certain of my aim. My first bullet drilled a hole in the man’s head. The second caught him in the throat.

For the first time in my life, I didn’t flinch at the concussive blast of gunfire, nor did I blink. I didn’t give a shit what his name was, although I learned it anyway. Maybe later, I’d remember and regret.

Maybe.

Suzanne’s mouth dropped open as she watched the blood pool around the corpse. “Holy shit.”

The dead were impatient to resume the slaughter. Whether fueled by the death of another or their need, they finally overwhelmed my ability to resist them. They spurred me into action.

I pressed the still-warm tip of the pistol to the small of Suzanne’s back. “Walk,” the dead demanded in my voice.

They left her alive, not because she had been one of them before her resurrection, but because they were saving her for last—for me, and for Evelyn.

I had a feeling it was the only thanks from them I would get for feeding my life to them so they might obtain their revenge and find peace. They clawed away at me, siphoning my strength until I was only faintly aware of following Suzanne.

With the ghosts guiding my hand, I killed those who crossed my path. Guilt or innocence didn’t matter to the dead. Death answered their call, heralded by bursts of gunfire.

I sank into a cold daze, faintly aware of the ghosts hunting down those who had participated in their deaths. While they caged me as they had been caged, they didn’t leave me alone.

As though unwilling to involve such a young child, they left me imprisoned with my daughter. Her presence surrounded me, sheltering me from the rage of the others. I couldn’t tell if she was aware of what they—what I—was doing.

If she did, she didn’t care.

Would she, too, rest in peace once the other ghosts finished their grisly work? I didn’t need to know my baby Jacqueline to love her. All I had left of her was her name, not even a picture.

So long as she stayed, I would hold her close to me and savor her warmth.

When the ghosts were finished, she would be gone and nothing of her would remain.

If I could, I would let her take my body, so she might live. While the dead lived through me, they weren’t me. They controlled me because I allowed them to.

No matter how desperately they tore at me, desiring my life and body, I couldn’t give it to them. I couldn’t give it to my daughter, either.

My awareness of the real world darkened to nothing, leaving me floating in a black void with Jacqueline. 

A thump against my chest and a wave of pain rippling through me broke the ghosts’s hold on me. My vision blurred, and it wasn’t until my knees cracked against the floor that I realized I was falling. Somehow, I remained upright.

The pistol slipped out of my numb fingers.

Suzanne stood before me, the bodies of several men lying at her feet. Clutched in her hands was the assault rifle. She smiled at me. “Vests aren’t much use against rifles, are they? You lose, Jackson.”

The dead wailed in my head one final time before they were gone, taking my baby girl with them. The heat of my blood seared as it dripped to the floor. While the dead were gone, one presence remained. Its chill numbed me to the throb in my chest.

If my heart still beat, I couldn’t feel it.

Instead of the conflicting emotions others experienced, I met my death with a sigh of resignation.

Suzanne’s smile widened. “If it makes you feel any better, you got most of them.” Nudging one of the bodies with her toe, she shook her head. “I didn’t like them much anyway. I’ll give you credit, Jackson. You’ve done damage, busting up our lab like that. Unfortunately for you, this is just the beginning.”

Closing the distance between us, she knelt in front of me, tossing the assault rifle aside. It clattered on the floor. “Any last words?”

“Burn in hell,” I wheezed.

Pressing her hand to my chest, she leaned to me, pressing her lips to mine. When she pulled away, she wiggled her bloodstained hand in my face. “You first.”

The floor shivered beneath me, and the presence within me faded, leaving me cold and alone. Rising to her feet, Suzanne kicked my pistol away, stepping back to regard me with a smirk and narrowed eyes. “You were right, by the way. I did murder your demon-spawn daughter. I enjoyed it, too. Every. Last. Second. Of. It. The only thing I regret is that they insisted she be sedated for the procedure. They thought she was too young. Foolishness, if you ask me. Unlike you, at least she died a human.”

Long after I should have fallen, dead from the gunshot wound to the chest, I remained upright. Maybe I wanted to spite her in my last moments, but I refused to move.

Her expression twisted into a sneer. “Just die already.”

While my body had gone completely numb, there was nothing wrong with my sense of smell. The acrid fumes of hot metal and burning plastic stung my nose. My vision blurred as my eyes watered. With a puzzled expression, Suzanne spun around.

Beneath her feet, the floor smoked and glowed red. Shrieking, she jumped back in my direction. Her bare feet punched through the bubbling metal. Flaring a brilliant yellow, her thin gown burst into flame. My mouth dropped open as the red and black of lava boiled from the ground.

The groan of strained metal and tearing rock heralded Suzanne’s scream.

Then she was gone, consumed by flame and molten stone.




~~*~~




I was within twenty feet of lava, and I wasn’t dead. A cold wind gusted through the tunnel behind me, funneling by me to sweep through the gaping holes in the ceiling and floor. Molten rock should have obeyed the laws of physics, taking the path of least resistance.

In defiance of science, it climbed upward, swirling, bubbling, and twisting its way through the floor, punching its way to the surface somewhere far above. The outer layer of the column blackened, with a crimson glow seeping through the cracks.

Somehow, despite Suzanne having shot me at point blank range in the chest, I was still alive.

If I wanted to stay that way, I needed to move.

That, however, was a problem. Waves of pain cascaded through me, centered on my chest. I slumped to the floor, which had warmed beneath me. Time and time again, I had warned prospective buyers about the downsides of bulletproof vests, including the fact that the material didn’t stretch.

If shot, it was vital to remove it, as the impact site would swell.

I needed to take it off, but I had no idea if it was the reason I was still alive. My jacket and shirt were soaked with my blood. Deciding I was dead if I didn’t, I fought to unbuckle the vest so I could shrug my way out of it.

I lost count of the number of times I blacked out in my efforts to peel out of the vest.

My chest was a bloodied mess. All I could tell was that the bullet had penetrated the vest. A few scraps remained of the pouch that had carried the blood diamond.

The dead remained silent, leaving me alone.

Leaning against the wall to catch my breath, I twisted my arm to check my watch. It was eight, but I had no idea if it was in the morning or the evening. Deciding it didn’t matter, I grabbed my dark-colored shirt, easing my way back into it. It took me almost half an hour to button it up. I left my jacket, grabbing my wallet and stuffing it into my back pocket.

With the help of the wall, I staggered to my feet. Breathing hurt, but not as much as the throb accompanying my heartbeat. Backing away from the column of molten stone, I headed back towards the prison.

The lava followed me.

“You have got to be kidding,” I gasped.

The lava bubbled, oozing closer. When I halted, so did it.

Every few feet I had to stop and rest, and with unnatural patience, the molten stone stalked me, although it never came close enough to burn. The absurdity of my situation birthed a giggle. Stabbing agony pierced through my chest, forcing me to wheeze for breath.

While possessed by ghosts, I had gone on a murderous rampage, killing at least twenty people. My ex-wife, dead twice over, had shot me with an assault rifle that should have left my chest a powdered ruin.

Now I had my very own pet volcano, and it knew how to heel. I wondered if it would listen if I told it to stay—or better yet, to go home. When my brother found out, he was going to kill me if Evelyn didn’t beat him to it.

I managed to find my way back to the prison, but a wall of cooling, black stone blocked my escape. While searching for another way out of the complex, I found the bodies of those I had murdered when possessed. I had faint recollections of killing some of them, though there were far more of them than I remembered.

I had to admit that the ghosts had good aim and a surprising amount of mercy—either that, or they wanted to make sure they had enough ammunition. Like the first man I had killed, the dead had been killed with a single bullet to the forehead.

All things considered, I was of the opinion it was a lot better than they deserved.

When I found the lab, the ghosts had been thorough in its destruction. The little that survived was finished off by the lava, which punched through one of the walls to fill the room.

Taking that as my cue to leave, I stumbled away, following the currents of cold air in my hopes of escaping Basin’s compound before the volcano grew tired of toying with me.




~~*~~




In the lava’s glow, I checked my watch, staring at the time in mute disbelief.

The volcano had chased me, step by trembling step, through the underground corridors for six hours. What had once been a four-way junction in the hallway was down to one path; lava herded me from behind, and black stone blocked me from taking the other two halls. Exhaustion numbed me, and I dragged my feet over the floors.

I marveled that the metal didn’t melt the soles of my shoes.

If I made it out alive, Evelyn and the others weren’t going to just kill me. They were going to skin me alive, and I would deserve it. I was tempted to lie down and sleep, but if I did, I’d never get back up.

The idea of dying underground, burned to a crisp by science-defying lava, whipped me on.

I had already broken one promise to my mate. I wasn’t going to give up, not without a fight.

When I finally found a spiral staircase twisting upward, I stared at it in numb shock. The shaft disappeared into the darkness above.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I gasped, wondering how I was going to reach the top.

Once again, the lava bubbled at me, waiting for my move. With the way back blocked by hot, liquid rock, I clung to the railing and started to climb, step by painful step.

While the lava had pursued me throughout the entire complex, it had no interest in the staircase. I counted as I headed up. Five hundred steps and thirty-five breaks later, I reached the uppermost landing. I regarded the metal door blocking my way with a sigh.

To my relief, the deadbolt was on my side, allowing me to unlock it. I grabbed the knob, twisted, and shoved the door open.

It led into a shed. The garage-styled door was open.

Tombstones in neat rows greeted me, illuminated by the glow of fire. A thick haze of smoke and ash hung in the air while embers drifted lazily on the wind.

Sirens wailed in the distance. I staggered through the cemetery. While I was aware of the dead, they left me alone. I made my way to the road, and in numb shock, I sank down to the sidewalk. The fires spread as I watched, at a loss of what to do or where to go.

I had killed my daughter’s killers, including her mother, but how many others would die because of me?

In a numbed daze, I watched Mount Royal burn.


Chapter Twenty-Three







The drugs the doctors were pumping into me robbed me of the willpower and strength to do anything more than glare at the ceiling, wondering where I was and how I had gotten there.

There was something fascinating about the flicker of the light overhead. As though afraid of the doctors and nurses, it waited until I was alone to taunt me with its buzzing and erratic illumination. The switch to turn it off, which was inches away from my hand, may as well have been on the moon. I turned my attention to the button, wondering if I could find the strength to defeat the taunting light once and for all.

It won yet again, buzzing and flickering, mocking me.

I should have been grateful to be alive instead of annoyed at the dying bulb. Somehow, I survived an assault rifle round to the chest coupled with diamond-shard shrapnel embedded in my breastbone. I’d never know for certain how the round hadn’t punched through me, leaving nothing but a bloodied pulp in its wake.

When my interest in how I had gotten to a hospital wavered, I wondered if I would survive Evelyn’s wrath once she found out I had stopped a bullet with my chest. If she didn’t finish me off, I expected my brother, Zachary, Gerald, and Richard would battle for the honor. I deserved their fury for being stubborn and stupid.

As the drugs lost their hold on me, they left me unable to escape the reality of what had happened.

Without the blood diamond, Jacqueline’s soul was lost for good. Unlike her mother, there was no longer any hope for me to bring her back from the dead. My daughter was gone, and because I hadn’t listened, because I had been so determined to do everything on my own, there was no way left for me to get her back.

Suzanne had won yet again.

I wished the drugs would steal away my coherency so I wouldn’t have to be left alone with my guilt. I stared up at the flickering bulb, unable to bring myself to turn it off when it was determined to cling to its flickering life.

When the nurse finally came by on her rounds, she wasn’t alone.

My father regarded me with a frown before examining the assortment of machines monitoring my vitals and medications. After the nurse finished her work and left, he said, “When I offered to bail you out, I didn’t mean from a hospital.”

My tongue didn’t want to cooperate with me. I was both pleased and dismayed by my croaked, “Sorry.”

“Your doctor—a charming lady, if I do say so myself—informs me that you stopped a rifle round with your chest. You’re very lucky to be alive, I hope you know.”

“Sorry,” I rasped again.

“Good. Your mother is on the hunt for a hotel. I spoke with your doctor, and if you keep improving as you have been, you’ll be released in a couple of days.”

“Call Evelyn?” I asked.

“Already done; I did so as soon as the hospital called me, which was last night. Of all of the people you could have had them call, you picked us?”

I winced at the memory of floundering for a contact and ultimately drawing blanks until thinking of my father. “I remembered your number.”

“Your doctor informed me that your memory is patchy in places. I’ve also been told that’s relatively normal.”

“My doctor talks too much,” I complained.

“It’s your fault for authorizing me.” My father shook his head with a chuckle. “Now you’re stuck with me, boy.”

While I hadn’t spent any real time with my father since I had been little, I knew enough about him to understand that he wouldn’t leave my circumstances alone until he was satisfied. When he emailed orders, he accepted nothing other than my best and threatened hell on me for failure.

It was easier to surrender than to fight him.

“What do you know?” I asked hesitantly.

“More than you’ll appreciate, I suspect. I told you I spoke with Evelyn.”

I shuddered at the thought of my father interrogating Evelyn. “You did?”

“I did. She told me you had triggered a couple of earthquakes. So much for you being a minor earth witch.”

Mumbling curses under my breath, I considered my options. There wasn’t a lot I could say without damning myself further. “I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Evelyn told me that someone was targeting the supernatural and turning them into the living dead. Is it true?”

“It’s true.”

“Suzanne had been one of their victims, hadn’t she?”

Once I told my father the truth, there would be no turning back. While I wasn’t certain if I could trust him, I also didn’t know if I could afford to remain silent.

It hurt, thinking of all that Suzanne had done to me and to our daughter. It hurt, and I didn’t have the strength to change any of it. I had gotten my revenge, but it left me empty. Jacqueline was gone, and the place she had once warmed hurt like the rest of me.

“Suzanne wasn’t a victim,” I whispered, acknowledging the truth once and for all.

In that, everyone had been right. She had never been a victim. In her cunning, deceitful way, she had taken advantage of me and left me with nothing, not even our child.

“What do you mean?”

“She was one of them. She didn’t want to be a witch. She wasn’t a victim. She was a willing participant.”

My father sucked in a breath. “You have proof of this?”

I closed my eyes and sighed. “She told me so, right around when she pulled the trigger.”

A hospital room was never really silent; the machines hummed and beeped. Noises from the hall added a low, constant thrum despite the closed door.

“Suzanne was the one who shot you.” The anger in my father’s tone mollified me a little.

“She murdered our daughter.” I swallowed, wondering if I could have saved Suzanne from her death, had I chosen to act instead of watching her burn. With a bullet in my chest, I doubted I could have moved fast enough.

I hadn’t tried at all. I had let her die without moving so much as a finger to help her. Maybe I hadn’t meant to cause a volcanic eruption in Montreal, but I hadn’t done a single thing to stop it, either.

“Evelyn told me about Jacqueline. What happened to Suzanne?”

“She burned.”

“During the eruption?”

I nodded. “It started after she shot me.”

“A merciful end,” my father grumbled. “Evelyn was under the impression that you were after Jacqueline’s killers and you had, in your infinite wisdom, decided it was your hunt and your hunt alone. She’s influenced you, boy. You, a hunter? She was both proud and furious, I’ll have you know. She’s going to be a handful once she gets here.”

“I was stupid.”

“Good. You know you were stupid. What will you do differently in the future?”

“Bring backup,” I muttered.

“You’re learning. I’m going to tell your brother that he better make certain you get proper training if you’re going to be diving head first into trouble all of the time. It’s bad enough that he gets too involved with his work. I thought you knew better. Of course not, you’re twins. Why am I surprised? I shouldn’t be surprised. I told them all twins were nothing but trouble.”

I cracked open an eye to glower at my father. “Does Elliot know?”

“Elliot is aware that you are in the hospital. I’ll spare you the details. I’ve made certain that there were no misunderstandings about your status. They aren’t happy with me, however. I neglected to inform them which hospital you were in—or which city they took you to. Once you are healed enough to handle their company, I will inform them.”

“But, Evelyn—”

“She will be perfectly fine waiting for a few days until you are released. As soon as I tell her where you are, she’ll abandon the important things she is currently doing to be with you. As I see it, I’m doing her a favor. There’s no need for so many individuals standing watch over you.”

I sighed, too tired, achy, and drugged to fight with him. “She’s okay?”

“She’s fine. She’s appropriately concerned for your wellbeing. I promised her I would take good care of you until you’re safely back in her custody.”

“I’m not property,” I mumbled.

“Oh?”

“What do you mean by that?” I demanded.

When he laughed without answering me, I spat curses at him.




~~*~~




Eight days after my parents made their first appearance at the hospital, I was released. Blood loss and risk of infection proved to be the delaying factors, although I think my surgeon was baffled over the rapid rate of my recovery and was keeping me as an excuse to study me.

I think if she had her way, I would have remained in the hospital indefinitely, serving as a living experiment so she could research the truth behind my healing abilities. My father’s prideful claim of good genes hadn’t lessened the woman’s eagerness to keep me around for observation.

“Next time, let Mother do the talking,” I grumbled as I filled out the last of the discharge papers, exchanging the clipboard for an intimidating stack of prescriptions.

My father claimed them with a huff. “I only spoke the truth.”

“One day, I’m going to go over the family tree and find out how many times the damned thing doesn’t fork,” I warned, snatching the sheaf of papers back out of my father’s hand.

“Twice,” my mother supplied, and before I could stop her, she took the prescriptions from me, flipping through them. “Behave, both of you.”

“Yes, Mother,” I replied, swallowing back a sigh.

“And you said he couldn’t be taught, dear,” she murmured before pausing to read over one of the prescriptions. “They actually prescribed anti-nausea medication?”

“If you want me to eat, you want me taking those,” I warned.

My father herded us towards the elevator. “We’ll talk about it at the hotel. Let’s get him out of here before they come up with a reason to readmit him.”

I shuddered at the thought.

Filling prescriptions in downtown Toronto was an adventure, which tired me out enough that I was stifling yawn after yawn by the time we reached the hotel. The room proved to be a two bedroom suite split over two levels. I was directed to the bedroom on the main floor, to my relief.

I doubted I could handle having to go up and down the stairs.

“Sit and relax,” my father ordered, pointing at the living room’s armchair. “I’ll go give your woman a call and inform her of your location.”

“You could let me call her,” I countered.

“He who breaks his phone and leaves the crunched ruins under a collapsed bridge doesn’t get phone privileges.”

I winced. “You were tracking the phone, weren’t you?”

“Of course I was tracking the phone. I’m on the notification list for it. I’ll be picking up your replacement soon. Try not to break this one.”

“It wasn’t intentional.”

“So I’ve been led to understand. You’re going to have to be more careful, Dante. There really should be limits on how many times you’re kidnapped.”

I winced. “They were after Elliot.”

“I don’t care which one of you they were after. You need to be more careful.”

“Yes, sir.”

With a satisfied nod, my father pulled out his cell and headed up the stairs, leaving me with my mother, who took over the couch, watching me with her dark eyes. I still didn’t know what to make of her.

The memories of my childhood didn’t match the reality of the moment, which didn’t help me adapt to her presence in my life. Instead of the scorn and brisk criticisms I expected, she proved quiet. The intensity I remembered was still there, but when it didn’t manifest as snide remarks or jabs at my inability to be a good child, I was at a loss of what to say or do.

Between Evelyn and Richard, I’d grown accustomed to sharing space with a predator, but I couldn’t fathom what my mother was hunting or why.

For all I had been warned of the Fenerec, they were easy to understand.

My parents weren’t.

“You’ve changed,” my mother said, her eyes narrowing as she studied me.

“That does happen over the years,” I replied.

“You seem to have developed a sense of humor along with an unhealthy amount of sarcasm.”

I snorted. “I’ve always had a sense of humor.”

“A dry one prone to crumbling,” she muttered, soft enough that I doubted she meant for me to hear her.

“Blame Evelyn.” The thought of Evelyn meeting my parents sent shivers running through me. Would sparks fly between them, or would they join forces?

I had never introduced my parents to Suzanne. Would it have made a difference if I had? If Suzanne had known them, if she had known I had come from a wealthy family, would things have been different?

If I had introduced them to Suzanne, would I have ever met Evelyn?

I had lost a wife and my daughter, but I had gained someone irreplaceable as a result.

Evelyn would sink her teeth into me for my stunt, and I’d deserve every single thing she would do to me. I’d regret what I had done, but she wouldn’t leave me, of that I was certain.

She would understand. She’d be angry with me, but she would understand.

“You look thoughtful.”

“I’m wondering if you’ll like Evelyn or if I should start investing in a bomb-proof shelter,” I confessed.

“Evelyn seems like a lovely lady.”

“You’ve spoken with her?”

“As if I would allow your dolt of a father to handle something as important as talking to your new girlfriend,” she replied, arching a brow at me with the faintest of frowns.

“I heard that,” my father called from upstairs.

“You were supposed to.”

My father leaned over the railing, scowling at us. “Ruthless woman.”

“So when will she arrive in town?” I demanded.

“Patience, kiddo. She’ll get here when she gets here. Sorry about that, Evelyn. The wife and child are being insufferable.” With a dismissive wave of his hand, he stepped away from the rail and out of view.

My mother shook her head and sighed. “He thinks he is funny and clever when he isn’t.”

“Like Elliot?”

“Exactly. You, at least, seem to have had the wisdom to take after my side of the family.”

“I heard that!” my father called out.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked warily.

My mother’s grin was vicious. “You’re not the only black sheep, Dante. The nut never falls far from the tree.”

“What exactly do you mean by that?”

“One of your cousins can’t swim either,” she replied, and her smile chilled me to the bone. “I have a theory, and it’s one that your father dislikes.”

“Dare I ask?”

“I’m going to tell you, even if you don’t ask. It goes like this. My family, like the Anderson family, values Normals. Suffer not a witch and all that nonsense. But here’s the thing. By avoiding the supernatural, by trying to breed it out, I think we’ve made a big mistake.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, wondering if my mother had pilfered from my big bag of medications.

“Let me ask you a question. Are forests natural?”

After thinking about it for a moment, I replied, “I’d say so.”

“How about the ocean?”

“I’d say the ocean is pretty natural.”

“Tornadoes? Hurricanes?”

“Also natural,” I conceded.

“How about forest fires?”

“When caused by lightning, sure. Where are you going with this?”

“If forests are natural, if the oceans are natural, if storms are natural, and forest fires are natural, why do we insist that witches and other supernatural aren’t natural? Could it be that you are nothing but the product of generations of effort to create the most natural human being possible?” My mother chuckled, shaking her head. “Needless to say, this isn’t a conversation we often have. It goes against everything the Anderson family believes in. After all, how could anyone other than a Normal police the supernatural?”

There was a sharp edge in my mother’s tone despite her laughter. We sat together in silence as I thought about her words and all of the things she implied but hadn’t said.

One conclusion intrigued me most of all. “You think that the supernatural should police themselves without the intervention of Normals.”

“I think the Inquisition is already in that situation, whether or not they realize it.”

“I’m not the Shadow Pope, Mother.”

“I’m well aware of that fact, Dante. Think about it. You’re twins, identical in all things.”

“Except for height,” I countered.

“The trees of a forest and the peaks of a mountain may be tall, but the oceans are deep,” she countered.

“I don’t think six inches makes me a tree or a mountain, Mother.”

“No, but water has always been the counter to earth—without water, the earth simply cannot thrive. I’ve always wondered why earth witches couldn’t swim. I have a theory on that too, if you’re interested.”

I had the feeling I was going to hear about it whether or not I was interested, so I surrendered with a nod.

“It isn’t that earth and water don’t get along—it’s the exact opposite. They get along too well. They need each other to survive. So, earth witches can’t swim because they’re too attuned to the water to be able to fight its hold. Without the land and ground, water lacks substance and power.”

“I could get a headache very quickly trying to follow this,” I confessed.

“Think about it this way. A drop of water, on its own, isn’t really dangerous. An ocean, however, is. An ocean needs shores to contain it. However, it is generally accepted that the element of earth includes things like forests and all living things. Without water, the earth is substantially weaker. Without the earth, so is water. Earth and water are the yin and yang of the elements. Think about it. If you’re a powerful earth witch, what does that make your brother?”




~~*~~




While I was fairly confident my mother was yanking my chain, I obsessed over the possibility of my brother being a witch. If she was right, and he was aligned with water, I worried what it meant for him. Would the Inquisition do everything in its power to get rid of him?

My mother’s gaze never left me as I thought it through.

“Elliot can’t be a witch.”

“And why not?”

“Because if he is, the Inquisition will kill him,” I hissed.

“Will they?” she murmured, narrowing her eyes at me.

“They were ready and willing enough to want to get rid of me, weren’t they?”

“The way we allowed them to handle you was a mistake,” she replied, and while she was soft-spoken, her tone was firm. “We were afraid and allowed that fear to rule us. You grew up, and excluding that little incident in Montreal, you’ve been a boon to the Inquisition, and everyone knows it. Your brother has been a firm but fair Shadow Pope. At this point, if he develops as a witch, they only need to look at you to understand it might not be a bad thing for them.”

“Is it confirmed that he is a witch?” I whispered.

“No, it’s not confirmed. Of course there are many who suspect he’s something because you’re a witch, but he’s not confirmed to be a witch. Up until recently, however, you were a low-grade sensor—not a threat to anyone. You and your brother have always lived near each other. I suspect he’s been neutralizing your witchcraft all along. You didn’t become dangerous until after you were separated from him. He is always worried about you and how you might manifest into a witch the Inquisition can’t ignore. If he’s a water witch, it makes sense.” My mother’s smile turned smug. “He probably has no idea he’s been doing it.”

“So if all earth witches can be controlled by water witches, why does the Inquisition even have earth witches? Wouldn’t they all be controlled?” Draping my arm over my eyes, I drew in a deep breath and sighed. “It doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Other earth witches don’t have a twin with a vested interest in your ongoing survival, Dante. Therein the difference lies.”

“And does Father agree with this?”

“Do I agree with what?” my father asked, taking the stairs two at a time.

“My esteemed brother being a water witch.”

“I think it’s a sound theory worth ignoring,” was his guarded reply. He sank down on the couch next to my mother. “What are you filling his head with now?”

“Reasons he should stay in Atlanta where he belongs,” my mother replied with a dainty sniffle.

I snorted. “If anyone thinks I’m living in Canada during the winter, they’re mad. And anyway, this isn’t about where I live.”

“I think it is, unless you want to start spawning volcanoes all over Earth,” my mother retorted.

“Oh, leave him alone. Anyway, he’s not even taking the blame for it. That group he uncovered is, and I see no reason to convince anyone otherwise.”

“Why are they taking the blame?” I demanded. “They’re anti-supernatural.”

“It’s because of those diamonds. The Inquisition has had witches looking at them, and they’re bad news. The general consensus is that they are the supernatural equivalent of a bomb—a really big bomb. They’re full of energy, and no one is sure how they work,” my father explained.

I sucked in a breath. “Really?”

“Really. The shards they picked out of you were one of those diamonds, right?”

Lowering my arm from my eyes, I met my father’s gaze and nodded. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him what else the diamond contained. Evelyn had probably already told him, considering she had informed him of Jacqueline and her fate.

Because I hadn’t waited, because I had been an idiot to trust Suzanne with anything, I had lost my chance to save my daughter. All that was left for me was the memory of her warmth. The thought of someone using her and the other souls trapped in the blood diamond as a weapon sickened me.

“It’s entirely possible that the stone caused the eruption when it was shattered,” my father continued, shrugging. “There’s no way to know, not now. Do you remember anything?”

“Bits and pieces,” I replied, wondering if I had hallucinated the lava chasing me as a consequence of pain and blood loss.

“What bits and pieces?” he demanded.

I wrinkled my nose at him, determined to withstand his questioning without confessing everything that was haunting me. “Considering the fact that sentient lava doesn’t actually exist, I’m pretty sure that what I remember isn’t entirely coherent or accurate.”

“Blood loss,” my mother stated, jabbing my father with her elbow. “Leave the poor boy alone. He’s traumatized enough without you interrogating him. We should be grateful that the stone didn’t kill him when it broke and leave it at that.”

“Blood loss or witchcraft,” my father countered. He chuckled. “I guess it doesn’t matter either way. Just do us all a favor and keep out of trouble in the future.”

“I’ll try,” I promised, wondering what had changed my parents—and how many of our problems had been caused by me.




~~*~~




My mother and father were doing their best to keep me from talking to Evelyn. The day of my release, their interference hadn’t bothered me too much. I wanted to be with her and make certain she was all right, but my father’s reassurances had been enough.

As the second day dragged by, the monotony broken by a doctor’s appointment, I paced around the room.

“Will you sit down?” my father asked in exasperation. “You’re making me tired watching you.”

“You could just give me your phone so I can call Evelyn,” I countered.

My mother laughed. “You’re not winning this one, dear. He’s as bad as you are.”

Uncertain of which one of she was addressing, I turned to her. She smirked.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” I complained, flopping onto the armchair. While my chest ached, the medicines were doing a good job of mitigating the worst of my pain, leaving me in comfortable, semi-detached numbness. “Why won’t you let me talk to her?”

“If you had memorized her phone number, you could. Consider it a lesson learned.” My father clucked his tongue at me. “She’s busy doing something very important. I told you that already. She’s the one who ordered me to keep a very close eye on you. She’s gutsy, I’ll give her that. Ordering me around. Hmph.”

Bursting into another fit of laughter, my mother got up and headed into the kitchenette. When she returned, she handed me a cup of coffee. “Relax, Dante. She’ll be coming soon enough.”

“Or you could give me her phone number so I could call her,” I mumbled, wondering if I could wrestle the cell from my father’s pocket. The thought of putting in so much effort was enough to tire me out. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“The big deal is that you’re still not remembering important details, including phone numbers I know you had memorized.”

I winced at the truth of his statement. “The doctors said it might be a while. The medications aren’t helping, you know that.”

“If it returns at all.”

“So I learn them again. Not a problem.”

“If you can.”

Flexing my hands so I wouldn’t ball them into fists, I glowered at my father. “Are you trying to irritate me?”

“Maybe.”

I groaned. “Please stop.”

Someone knocked at the door, and my mother hurried to answer it. I leaned back in the armchair for a better view. My brother caught sight of me and waved a fist in my direction. “Maybe we should just leave you in the hospital since you like it so much.”

I bit back my retort, which consisted entirely of curses. Drawing a deep breath, I replied, “I had to find out if the one here was as good as the one in Ottawa. I’m pleased to report that it is.”

When Vicky followed in Elliot’s wake, I saluted her. “Good day, ma’am. Have you been able to keep my brother restrained?”

“Barely. You look terrible. Are you trying to take the world record for close brushes with death?”

“Is there a record for that?” I asked, widening my eyes at the thought.

“Don’t you even dare,” my brother hissed.

“Seconded,” Vicky announced. “Elliot broke into your house. He brought some things for you, including your laptop.”

“You broke into my house?” Glaring at Elliot, I waved my fist at him. “You have the key, you rat.”

“It was more fun to break in,” my twin replied, flipping a rude gesture in my direction. “Serves you right for worrying us again.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

With a long, drawn out sigh, my brother walked over and set my laptop bag next to the armchair. “Did you kill the bitch?”

“Don’t insult the bitches,” I replied, glancing at Vicky. “I apologize for him, he’s an idiot.”

“He is,” Vicky agreed.

“Fine. What should I call her, then?”

“Suzanne is acceptable. I, unfortunately, did not have the pleasure of doing it. I had intended to save her as a wedding gift for Evelyn, but she had an encounter with lava. It did not end well for her.”

“I still say it was too quick for what she deserved,” my father grumbled.

“You’re a bloodthirsty lot,” Vicky observed, setting her bags down near the door. “From my understanding, she was the one who shot you?”

“She didn’t like the fact I told her she could go burn in hell,” I replied, glancing at my mother in case she decided to cuff my ears for my language. While she arched a brow at me, she didn’t move. “We had a fight.”

“One that she won, from the looks of it. Next time, shoot first,” my brother chided, sitting on the couch next to our father. “Father, Mother, this is my boss, Vicky.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Vicky,” my father said, kissing the back of the Fenerec’s hand. “If my son gives you any trouble, please do let me know.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Anderson. If he gives me any trouble, I’ll take care of him myself.”

I grinned at the Fenerec before turning my attention to my brother. “She’s a keeper.”

“Dante!”

“What? She is. She’s almost as pretty as Evelyn, she’s smart, and—”

Vicky lightly slapped the back of my head. “She’s standing right here.”

“Oh! Hi, Vicky,” I replied, leaning my chair back to grin up at her. “How are you?”

“Now I have a better understanding of who taught him to be so insufferable. It was you, wasn’t it?” Crossing her arms over her chest, she glared me. The corner of her mouth twitched up into a grin. “I’m okay. Probably not feeling as good as you are right now. They have you on strong painkillers again, don’t they?”

“They won’t let me talk to Evelyn,” I whined.

“You’ll probably thank them later for sparing you a great deal of embarrassment. You sound like you’ve enjoyed one too many bottles.” Shaking her head, Vicky perched on the arm of the couch next to my brother. “He’s looking really good for someone who was shot with an assault rifle.”

“He heals about as fast as a Fenerec,” my father replied. “If it weren’t for the fact he suffered from so much blood loss, I think he would have been out of the hospital two or three days after they admitted him. They didn’t dare risk the operation until he recovered a little. There’s a shortage of his blood type.”

“You could have called me,” my brother snapped.

“I would have if I had remembered your number,” I muttered. “Of all of the numbers to remember, I remembered Father’s.”

“His memory is a little spotty when it comes to phone numbers at the moment,” my father explained. “And anyway, once your mother and I arrived, we donated enough for him and a few others, too. I knew there was a reason I marri—”

“Finish that sentence if you want to die in your sleep tonight,” my mother warned.

Biting my lip so I wouldn’t laugh wasn’t enough to hold my mirth at bay. Snorting, I clapped my hands over my mouth.

“Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, what do you think is so funny?”

Wheezing and gasping for breath, I excused myself to the kitchenette, where I dissolved into silent laughter.

“He’s even worse than at Gerald’s. What do they have him on?”

“The entire pharmacy, I think,” my father replied, his tone amused. “It’s okay, Dante. You can laugh in our faces, we don’t mind. It’s far preferable to your restless sulking.”

“Who are you and what have you done with our father?” Elliot demanded.

“Elliot,” my mother warned.

“What? It’s true. He doesn’t get along with Dante. It’s fact. You... you’re being all companionable. It’s unnerving. Stop it. When Dad called, saying he was babysitting Dante, I thought there’d be bodies.”

Vicky chuckled. “He’s telling the truth. That’s why he asked me to come along.”

“You?” my father asked, narrowing his eyes at the Fenerec. I came back into the sitting room in time for Vicky to open her trench coat, revealing a holstered handgun. “Okay, point taken, Miss Vicky.”

“Great. There’s now two armed and very dangerous women in my life,” I grumbled, perching on the edge of the armchair. “One was bad enough.”

“Do you mean Amber or Evelyn?” Vicky replied with a smirk.

“Three. Ah, wait. Make that five. If Nicole isn’t carrying, I’ll be shocked. Considering Gerald’s occupation, I bet Maggie knows how to shoot too, even if she doesn’t carry.” Scratching my forehead, I considered my mother. “You don’t carry, do you, Mother?”

“I don’t need a gun to be dangerous,” she informed me.

“Six.”

My brother chuckled. “What about Beth and Ruth?”

“They are only dangerous to my wallet at Christmas and on their birthdays.” Waving my fist at my brother, I settled back into my chair, leaning back so I could stretch my legs. “And anyway, he’s off the hook for now, Elliot. He made Evelyn happy.”

While I still had to get payback for him overstepping his bounds with the rings, I couldn’t deny how much they had made Evelyn smile, or her excitement over her new phone and the pair of watches. I still hadn’t had a chance to look over the memory stick or the journal, but if Evelyn wasn’t keeping those items secured, I had no doubts Richard was.

“It seems your brother can be reasonable at times, Elliot.” My father shook his head and chuckled. “He only started getting uppity today, seeing as I won’t give him my cell so he can acquire Evelyn’s phone number. I could practically see the wheels turning as he tried to figure out if he was up for fighting me for it.”

I grimaced. “You noticed?”

“You aren’t well versed in the art of subtlety when heavily medicated. That, plus you were mumbling,” my father informed me.

Turning my attention to my twin, I narrowed my eyes. “Elliot, do you have Evelyn’s phone number?”

“I do, but I’m not giving it to you.”

Vicky held her hands up. “I do too, but I’m under strict orders not to give it to you as well.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Life isn’t fair to those who get shot,” my twin snapped. “Suffer. She’s busy.”

I shut my mouth with a clack of my teeth. All of my doubts resurfaced and smothered me. What was she doing, that she couldn’t—wouldn’t—talk with me? Why was everyone so determined to keep me from talking with her? Had I, in my need to act, gone too far? Had she decided to leave me as Suzanne had done?

I didn’t want to believe it, but if she had, I deserved it, and that hurt most of all.


Chapter Twenty-Four







My restlessness drove me out of bed a little before dawn. Dressing in a t-shirt and jeans, I grabbed the room key and my wallet, left a note saying I was taking a walk, and wandered down to the hotel lobby. Yonge Street proved lively for the early hour, reminding me a bit of New York. Wandering the streets alone probably wasn’t wise, but I let my feet carry me where they would.

Several blocks away, I found an old cathedral. The place had an ancient feel to it, its copper roof long since corroded to green, its Gothic architecture fashionable several hundred years ago. The last time I had been in a church, it had been to marry Suzanne, at her request.

Maybe she had wanted absolution from her sin of being a witch. Maybe she had hoped the preacher would recognize us for what we were, burning us at the stake for the crime of our existence. All things considered, I could easily believe it.

If she had hated witchcraft so much, if she had loathed me so much as to steal our daughter, why had she married me in the first place? There would never be answers to my questions.

Suzanne was dead, and with the destruction of the blood diamond, the dead no longer spoke to me.

Behind the cathedral was a park, and I sat on one of the benches to keep the deceased company. The lingering spirits lacked intelligence, leaving behind only their names as a memento of their lives. There were too many of them to count. From the few glimpses I did catch, the spirits were old, from long before Toronto had been a city.

My curiosity got the better of me, and I got up to stroll down one of the paths leading deeper into the trees skirting the cathedral.

One of the ghosts, much like those trapped within the blood diamond, lingered. I felt his regard as a tingling on the back of my neck. Shivering, I sat on one of the nearby benches.

His name was John, and in life, I had no doubts he would have thrown me to the wolves for my witchcraft.

In death, he regarded me with wary consideration. When I acknowledged him with a murmured greeting, he ignored me, although the sense of his presence remained.

He made pleasant albeit judgmental company as the sun rose over the cathedral. As the city woke, I stood to resume my walk and came face to face with a gray-haired gentleman wearing a suit and a bishop’s collar.

“Good morning, my child,” he said, nodding to me with a companionable smile.

“Good morning,” I echoed, wondering how the priest would react if he found out I was a witch. Would he, like John, choose to ignore me so long as I didn’t defile sacred ground? I checked my watch. It was just after six in the morning. “I didn’t think the cathedral was open so early.”

The man’s smile widened. “It’s not, my child. The cathedral opens in an hour and a half. I enjoy early walks, when the city is still quiet—well, as quiet as it gets.”

I chuckled, nodding my agreement. “Enjoy your walk, sir,” I said, dipping my head in a polite nod.

Before I could make my escape, he lifted his hand. “A moment of your time, if you don’t mind?”

I froze, meeting his gaze. What could a Catholic priest want with me? Part of me wanted to walk away and leave the church, but my curiosity got the better of me. “What do you need, sir?”

“Walk with me.” Instead of heading to the park as I expected, the bishop turned in the direction of the street. I fell in step with him. “Please forgive me for being so forward, but it’s unusual to see a witch visiting a cathedral.”

I stumbled, and the bishop caught my elbow to steady me. I swallowed, gawking at him. He smiled at me while I floundered.

“How did you know?” I whispered. Even Fenerec had a hard time detecting my witchcraft from my scent.

“Call it intuition. I apologize for surprising you. Don’t worry, my child. While others of my faith may dislike your kind, it is not the circumstances of one’s birth that is important, but the choices made in one’s life. Your presence here surprised me, but the church is open to all—even witches. You’re not the first troubled soul to find their way to the steps of this cathedral.”

Troubled was one way to put it. Between my worries about Evelyn, what had happened in Montreal, and losing Jacqueline as a result of my pride and desire for revenge, I was amazed I hadn’t crumbled to pieces. “I’ve seen better days,” I admitted.

“I imagine you have. Do you like coffee?”

“Absolutely,” I replied, relieved at the change of subject.

“There’s a cafe a couple of blocks from here. Care to join me for a cup?”

“Sure.” After consideration, I added, “I’m Jackson.”

“Anthony. I’m pleased to meet you. It’s rare to meet someone like you who doesn’t make a very hasty run for it when they see my collar.” There was a hint of good humor in the way he looked at me, eliciting a chuckle out of me. When I didn’t speak, he clasped his hands in front of him, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. “What brings you to the cathedral?”

“Serendipity.”

“It never ceases to amaze me how often it works out that way.”

I shoved my hands into my pockets. “Do you always invite witches for coffee?”

He laughed. “Not often. You remind me of someone.”

“He’s in a hotel a couple of blocks from here,” I replied, pointing in the direction of Yonge street. “I can introduce you, if you’d like.”

Anthony arched a brow at me. “I did not say who you reminded me of.”

Whether I reminded him of my brother or father or uncle didn’t matter; since my uncle was dead, I suspected it was my brother. Who else would have current ties with the Catholic Church? I grinned at him. “Call it intuition.”

“Let’s make a friendly wager, then,” the bishop replied, grinning at me.

“Isn’t gambling against the tenants of your faith?” I replied, staring at Anthony’s collar. “First you cohort with a witch, now you’re making bets? They’ll draw and quarter you at the rate you’re going.”

Chuckling, he shook his head. “Alas, we’ve outgrown drawing and quartering as a punishment for crimes and sin. We’ve also outlawed torching witches at the stake, so we’re both safe.”

“Small miracles,” I muttered. “What’s your wager?”

“If you introduce me to the one you remind me of, I will give you a full tour of the cathedral personally. I’ll even show you some of the restricted areas.”

“I’m sure that’s committing some form of blasphemy, welcoming a witch onto sacred ground.” I chuckled, shaking my head. “All right. I accept your wager, but understand I will be checking you for weapons before I let you anywhere near him.”

Anthony stared at me, his mouth hanging open. “Why do you think I would have a weapon?”

“Paranoia.”

“I assure you, I am unarmed. Murder is a sin, my child. I have no intentions of bringing any harm to anyone.”

“Then you won’t mind me double checking,” I pointed out.

He held his hands up in surrender. “Very well. I accept your terms. If you do introduce me to the one I think you resemble, I will be very surprised.”

“I have that sort of luck,” I said. “I do hope you’ll tell me who I remind you of, if it isn’t who I think it is.”

“Of course. I hope you do not mind my curiosity, but how long have you been a witch?”

“Since I was five,” I replied, shrugging. “How long have you been a bishop?”

“It’ll be five years come September.”

The cafe proved to be a small place tucked away down a side street. The cashier greeted the bishop with a smile, watching me with open curiosity. I paid, grinning at Anthony as I did so. We sat in an out of the way corner which offered the illusion of privacy.

“Quiet place,” I said, sipping at my coffee.

“It’s owned by the daughter of one of the congregation. Nice girl. It’s always quiet on weekdays. It’s always busy before Mass, though.” Anthony glanced at the door behind me, his eyebrows rising. “Perhaps I should give you your last rites now.”

I took another sip of my coffee, wondering who had managed to track me down. “There’s someone behind me, isn’t there?”

“I’m afraid so, my child.” Anthony coughed and sipped at his coffee.

Maybe if I didn’t turn around, the person would give up and leave. I settled in to wait. “I’m not here.”

A slender pair of arms slipped around my neck to wrap around me. “Just what do you think you’re doing?” Evelyn murmured in my ear.

I closed my eyes and the tension flowed out of my muscles. I leaned back, drawing a deep breath. The scent of cinnamon teased my nose. My worries dissolved one by one, leaving me feeling both tired and relieved. “Coffee.”

“So I see. Why aren’t you at the hotel in bed where you belong? Won’t you introduce me to your new friend?”

Anthony stood. “I’m Bishop Carlisle.”

“Evelyn,” she replied, reaching out to clasp his hand. “I hope he hasn’t been a bother.”

“I’m afraid it’s the other way around, ma’am. It is I who bothered him.”

“You got waylaid by a bishop?” Evelyn clucked her tongue at me. Pulling away from me, she pulled out her cell and pressed a button, holding it to her ear. When someone answered, she said, “He’s a few blocks from the hotel having coffee with a priest.” Shaking her head and laughing, she hung up.

“In my defense, I left a note,” I grumbled. “I can go on a walk on my own, I assure you.”

“You have a terrible track record of taking care of yourself,” my Fenerec pointed out, poking my nose with a finger before dragging over a chair and sitting down with us. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“You’re not. How did you find me?”

Evelyn huffed. “Magic.”

I wrinkled my nose at her.

Anthony stared at Evelyn with a puzzled expression before whispering, “You’re not a witch. What are you?”

Sucking in a breath and widening her eyes, Evelyn gawked at the bishop. “What?”

“Consider it professional interest,” I said, reaching out to brush my fingers against Evelyn’s elbow before taking her hand. “She’s my mate.”

My proclamation earned me a smile, which soothed me as none of my family’s reassurances had. She was with me. It wouldn’t change what had happened, but it was enough to let me hide away my grief and pain for a little while longer.

Later, when we were alone and had time to talk, I’d tell her everything.

“Mate?” Anthony frowned.

“She’s a Fenerec.”

“Fenerec?”

It was my turn to stare at him with wide eyes. “You know about witches but not Fenerec?”

“I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Laughing, I took a sip of my coffee before replying, “This beautiful woman becomes an equally beautiful wolf during a full moon.”

“Ah, and you call yourself Fenerec?” Anthony inquired, his smile returning. “I apologize if I have been rude in any way. It seems a very unique individual has wandered across my path this morning. We have a different name for those like you, but I suspect you’d consider it rude.”

“Probably,” Evelyn replied, relaxing. Stealing my coffee, she took a long drink of it. “We should get back to the hotel.”

“Do you want to come with us?” I asked, checking the time. “Ah, doesn’t the cathedral open soon?”

“It does, I’m afraid. Perhaps you might be willing to invite him? I can let you in a little early.”

I grinned at the thought of my brother and father going to a Catholic church. For all the Inquisition borrowed from the Catholics in terms of structure, from what little I could remember from growing up, the only time my family went to church was for weddings or funerals, and only if invited. “That sounds like a great idea. Evelyn, do you mind calling my father and asking him and Elliot to join us?”

“Where?”

“Did you see that cathedral on your way here?” When she nodded, I said, “Send them there.”

“Okay.” Evelyn pulled out her cell to make the call.




~~*~~




The interior of the cathedral had the sweeping elegance and antiquity I expected, and the weight of sanctity settled over me as Anthony let us into the building. Evelyn took in the spacious foyer, which led into the sanctuary.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered, turning in a slow circle to take it in.

Anthony’s eyes lit up from her praise. “It is but one of many jewels of our faith.”

Curious clergymen nodded their greetings to us as we loitered near the doors, waiting for the arrival of my family. When the knock finally came, Anthony let them in.

My father held a little girl in his arms, and it was her brown hair, streaked with the faintest gleam of red, that caught and held my attention. Whether a rat had chewed on her hair and left it a tangled mess or she had taken offense to the ribbons someone had tried to contain it with, I wasn’t sure. Her expression soured when my father murmured something to her. A quiet huff was the only discontent she voiced, although I got the feeling the little girl was several milliseconds away from an ear-piercing tantrum.

It wasn’t until she turned her head, her second huff more forceful than her first, that our eyes met.

My vision narrowed to the jade of her eyes, a perfect match for Suzanne’s, equally hard and displeased. The impossibility of her, wiggling in her efforts to extricate herself from my father’s grip, choked off my breath.

Jacqueline was dead, gone with the destruction of the blood diamond. Yet, somehow, there was no one else the child could be. The glint of red and the curl had come from Suzanne, as had her eyes. All I could do was stand frozen in place, statute still and holding my breath, afraid that she was a drug-induced hallucination.

When her squirming didn’t buy her freedom, she twisted in my father’s arms and latched onto his shoulder with her teeth. With a startled, pained yelp, he let her go. Pulling free, she jumped to the floor, rolled, and scrambled to her feet. Colliding with my legs, my daughter circled until I was between her and my father, clutching at me with her tiny hands. “Mean,” she declared.

My mouth fell open, but I couldn’t force a word out.

Evelyn pulled out her cell and snapped a photo before doubling over in her laughter. “Your face,” she choked out, pointing at me.

My father handed my brother a twenty-dollar bill. “You win.”

Elliot claimed it with a smirk. “It’s not over yet, old man.”

When Jacqueline tugged at my limp hand, I sank to the floor to stare at my daughter in awe.




~~*~~




I lost a few minutes somewhere.

I stared up at a gold-gilded ceiling, my feet on the arm of a couch, trying to piece together how I made it from the cathedral’s foyer to a smaller, private room. Evelyn sat beside my head, running her fingers through my hair. “There you are,” she murmured, leaning down to kiss my forehead. We were alone. Disappointment and anguish surged through me, and I sighed.

With a little snort, Evelyn flicked my ear with a finger. “Don’t jump to stupid conclusions. Jacqueline is with your brother, who is trying to impress upon her that biting adults isn’t appropriate behavior for a little girl.”

“She’s real?” I whispered, trembling.

“Alive and well, all because of you.”

Shaking my head, I closed my eyes and fought to control the frantic beat of my heart. My chest throbbed in rhythm with my pulse. “I killed her.”

“Nonsense.” Evelyn prodded my nose. “Why would you think that?”

“The stone broke,” I whispered. “Then she was gone. I felt it, she was gone. It’s impossible.”

“I assure you, she’s quite real and very alive. A Daddy’s girl through and through, too. She bites when she’s angry, and she’s very opinionated about who she likes. She adores your brother, hates your father, and has reserved judgment on your mother. You can thank Zachary and his team for digging through the files you sent; it’s because of what you sent them that we were able to find her. The address was in that data you stole. That’s why I was busy. I was hunting for her. I wanted to surprise you.”

I draped my arm over my eyes so she wouldn’t see my tears. “You surprised me,” I choked out. Drawing several deep breaths, I waited until I could speak without so much emotion in my voice. “I was going to give you Suzanne.”

“I’m still mad at you for that stunt. Getting shot by your ex-wife. Really, Jackson? Really? What were you thinking?”

“She was a woman, and it’s your job to beat up the women,” I complained in my effort to escape Evelyn’s wrath. “I was saving her so you could beat her, just like we agreed.”

The Fenerec sighed. “I forgive you, but only this once.”

“I killed her,” I confessed in a hoarse whisper.

“From my understanding, she fell into lava. You, while I personally believe you’re very hot, are not lava. You didn’t kill her.”

I shook my head. “My volcano, my lava.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s not your volcano,” she replied, massaging my temples. “She shot you. You’re an earth witch. Blood has power, and you lost a lot of it. So maybe you were a little bit responsible for the volcano. Just a little bit. It’s not like you forced her to shoot you.”

“I should’ve shot her first,” I grumbled.

“Yes, you should have. I forgive you for that, too. Are you feeling better?”

“Is she really Jacqueline?” I whispered, terrified that the little girl who had run to me wasn’t my daughter.

I was equally frightened that she was. I knew nothing about caring for a little girl. My chance to learn had been taken from me years ago. I shivered, wondering how I would manage.

“She’s really Jacqueline.”

Drawing a deep breath, I let it out long and slow as I gathered the courage to whisper, “I don’t know how to take care of a little girl.”

“I’ll help, don’t worry. It’s really not that hard, Jackson. We’ll be fine. She’s the luckiest girl alive to have you for a father.”

She made me smile despite myself. “And what does that make you?”

“The luckiest woman alive,” she replied. “Stop fishing for compliments. You’ve reached your quota for today.”

“Where was she?”

“Jacqueline?”

I nodded.

“New Mexico, of all places. The worst part was the squabble over who got to participate in the raid. Richard wanted to bring the whole pack, which annoyed the Inquisitors. Ultimately, Richard was given permission to send four of us. We drew straws. I won one, of course. I may have threatened to break legs if I wasn’t given one, though. I’m not sorry. Amber and two scrawny puppies came along for the ride. Richard’s still fuming he didn’t get to go.”

“You went on an Inquisition raid,” I stated, my disbelief drowning under a surge of fear.

“I did. It was a very satisfying and bloody hunt.”

“Bloody?” I asked in alarm.

“For them.”

“Evelyn!”

“If you can raid the hideout of the bad guys, I can too,” she replied, peeling my arm away from my eyes to glare at me. “Unlike you, I didn’t get shot.”

I grimaced. “Fair point.”

“Damned straight it’s a fair point.” Reaching over to the ornate, likely antique desk nearby, she grabbed a box of tissues and thrust them at me. “Blow your nose and make yourself presentable. You need to apologize to your little girl for scaring her when you decided to take that sudden nap in the foyer. You’re lucky that priest is fast, or you would have cracked your head open on the floor.”

With a low groan, I took the box. “I’m never going to live this down, am I?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll only tease you a little. We all know how hard this has been on you. Your father and brother were placing bets on how you would react, but in their enthusiasm, they forgot to account for the fact that you’re a fainter.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Not usually.”

“Don’t make me do a count of all of the times you’ve hit the floor since we’ve met,” she warned.

Scowling at her, I shook my head. “That’s cheating.”

“Deal with it.”

I grumbled, running my hands through my hair. I lurched upright, wincing at the ache in my chest. Judging from the stabbing pain, the medications had worn off entirely. I checked my watch.

It was ten in the morning. “I was out for three hours?” I exclaimed, feeling the blood drain out of my face.

“After we told him about your circumstances, Bishop Carlisle suggested that we let you rest. This is his office. If you didn’t come around on your own by eleven, he was going to call in a doctor. It should come as no surprise that I wasn’t going to let anyone else watch over you. Still, I should let them know you’re up. I’ll have them bring in just Jacqueline, okay?”

Drawing a deep breath to steady my nerves, I nodded.

Evelyn pulled out her cell. “I love this thing,” she announced before dialing a number and holding it to her ear. “He’s awake. Why don’t you send Jackie in alone? Okay.” She hung up and stashed her phone in her pocket. “Won’t be long.”

When the door cracked open, Jacqueline peeked into the room. When she saw me, she froze, her eyes widening. I heard my brother murmur something before giving her a gentle push in my direction. The door closed behind her.

I swallowed, once again trembling as I took her in. Someone had tried to contain her unruly hair in a frizzled ponytail, although several strands had already escaped from their ribbon prison. “Jacqueline,” I whispered.

My daughter’s gaze turned to Evelyn. The Fenerec chuckled, a low throaty sound. “It’s okay. Just be gentle with him.”

Little girls could move fast. She crossed the room, and without any care for her personal safety, lunged for my lap. I caught her and pulled her up so she wouldn’t crack her chin on my knees.

When standing on my legs, she was a little taller than me. Without a word, she flung her arms around my neck and pressed her face to my shoulder. I shook as I hugged her. My eyes burned. I had no idea what to say to her or do. I looked at Evelyn helplessly.

“You’re hopeless,” Evelyn murmured, reaching over to flick my forehead. “Wait until you hear what she told your father this morning. Also, you should have seen his face when he saw your note. I thought he was going to rupture something in his head.”

It felt awkward, but I patted my daughter’s back, amazed at how tiny she was. “What did you tell my father?” I asked, wincing a little at the tremble in my voice.

Jacqueline pulled away from me, looked me in the eye, and replied, “I said he needed to stop being an asshole to Daddy, and that if Mommy knew what sort of bullshit he’d pulled, he’d get a spanking.”

Evelyn howled her laughter, falling off the edge of the couch to curl on the floor hugging her sides. “That’s—that’s it,” she gasped.

I flushed, wondering who had taught her that sort of language. Torn between horror and shocked amusement, I drew in a breath, went to say something, thought better of it, and wondered what to do. Clearing my throat, I chided, “Young ladies shouldn’t use that sort of language in a church.”

Jacqueline blinked at me. “What’s wrong with my language?”

Laughing even harder, Evelyn reached out to tug at my jeans. Panting to catch her breath, she gasped out, “She has a very broad vocabulary and no idea which words are bad.”

I closed my eyes and groaned. “Asshole and bullshit are bad words and shouldn’t be used in polite company, Jacqueline.”

“Why?”

Taking a moment to compose myself, I explained, “Bad words are mean and usually hurtful. What you’re saying might be true, but it’s still mean, and we do not speak to other people like that in a polite setting. A church is a polite setting.”

“Your father is old fashioned and a bit of prude,” Evelyn added.

“He was mean to you,” Jacqueline protested, leaning back while standing on my knees, forcing me to support her back so she wouldn’t fall to the floor. She crossed her arms over her chest. “He needs to apologize.”

I stared at my little girl incredulously. “How do you know that?”

Her lips curved into a trembling frown and she sniffled. “The bad witch told me.”

I sucked in a breath, wondering how I was going to tell her that her mother was dead—and worse, that I had been the one who had killed her. “Well, Jacqueline, you’ll be happy to know he already apologized, as has my mother.” While it wasn’t exactly true, I didn’t need a direct apology to get the message.

When I had needed them, they had come. When Evelyn was searching for my daughter, they had, however much it annoyed me, helped my mate.

No words of apology could compare to that.

Jacqueline’s eyes widened. “They apologized?”

“It’s true. Look at the pretty ring they gave Evelyn,” I said, pointing down at my mate, who was still chortling on the floor. “Well, maybe later, once she has regained her dignity.”

“Why is she laughing?”

I snorted, relaxing at the question. “Evelyn is laughing because she thinks me saying bad words is funny.”

Still giggling, Evelyn said, “Daddy doesn’t like saying bad words.”

“You don’t?”

I shook my head. “I try to avoid it. Sometimes I get angry and say them, though.”

“I’m angry at your father for being mean to you,” Jacqueline announced, wrinkling her nose.

“Have you told him why you are angry without calling him names and bad words?” I asked.

Jacqueline lowered her eyes and shook her head.

“Maybe you should talk to him before you start calling him names and bad words. You also owe him an apology for biting him. Young ladies do not bite people,” I said, careful to keep my tone gentle. “Can you do that for me?”

While she didn’t say a word, she nodded.

I sighed, looking at her hair and shaking my head. “You definitely have my hair. Leave it alone for a second, and it looks like something nested in it. Evelyn, do you have a brush?”

Evelyn burst out into laughter, crawled to her purse, and pulled out a comb. “Yours is a bit of a mess, I have to admit.”

I huffed at her, taking the comb. “Sit,” I told my daughter, patting the couch next to me. She obeyed, watching me with wide eyes. While I had meant for her to turn with her back facing me, I went to work, careful not to pull on her hair as I attacked the tangled mess. “When was the last time this was brushed?”

She looked down at her lap and sniffled, but didn’t reply.

“You’re not in trouble, Jacqueline. I might have to pull on your hair a little as I do this, okay? Just tell me if it hurts too much.”

Even when I knew it had to hurt, she didn’t complain or cry, which both made me proud and broke my heart at the same time. Evelyn watched me with amusement as I picked my daughter up and turned her around so I could braid her hair.

“You’re pretty good at that,” Evelyn complimented me when I finished tying the ribbon into place.

I didn’t have the courage to tell Evelyn I used to, when it had been long enough, took care of Suzanne’s hair for her. I forced a smile and said, “Practice.”

Judging by the way she sucked in a breath and widened her eyes, Evelyn understood.




~~*~~




Evelyn ruled as a queen with her cell phone, summoning my parents, my brother, and Bishop Carlisle with a single call. To my dismay, they weren’t alone. Richard followed in their wake, leveling a glare at me as he closed the door behind him.

Jacqueline tried to worm her way behind me on the couch with limited success. While she did manage to cram her head behind my back, the rest of her stuck out. I sighed, a headache brewing behind my eyes.

“Welcome to parenthood,” my father said, smirking at me.

I drew a deep breath, reminded myself that cursing at my father in front of a bishop wouldn’t reinforce what I wanted to teach Jacqueline, and swallowed back my urge to sigh. “Jacqueline.”

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

“Why are you sorry?” I prompted.

“I’m sorry I called you mean and bad names and bit you,” she whispered, and I worried she was too quiet for my father to hear.

He must have, because he closed the distance between us, and knelt next to the couch. “I already forgave you, baby. I’m not angry. Thank you for your apology.”

Whether it was because she was encouraged by my father’s words or decided trying to merge with my spine was as uncomfortable for her as it was for me, she emerged from hiding, sniffling a bit. I held my breath as she regarded my father with narrowed eyes, her expression thoughtful. With another sniffle, which I decided was entirely faked in order to manipulate my father, she held out her hands to be picked up.

My father fell for it, hook, line, and sinker, scooping my daughter up to hold her. With a smirk, she twisted around and stuck her tongue out at me.

I wrinkled my nose and mirrored her, eliciting a giggle from Jacqueline.

“How old are you?” my mother scolded, putting her hands on her hips. “You’re in a church, young man. You know better than that.”

“I can’t win,” I complained to Evelyn.

“Don’t you drag me into this,” my mate replied.

Bishop Carlisle chuckled. “It seems I owe you a tour through the cathedral, Jackson—or should I say, Mr. Anderson.”

I widened my eyes at Anthony. “Jackson is really my name. It’s on my birth certificate.”

“It’s true,” my mother added with a shake of her head. “I think it’s ridiculous, but his father absolutely insisted.”

“Perhaps you will want to accept a postponement, all things considered? I won’t be offended.”

I turned my attention. “Jacqueline, do you want to see all of the cathedral?”

“Okay.”

I decided okay meant yes. “She wants to see the cathedral, if it isn’t a burden on you.”

“Not at all. You won the wager, fair and square. It’s an honor to keep my end of the bargain. I never make a promise I can’t keep.” He smiled at me. “I suppose we’ll begin here, with my office.”

Anthony showed us the cathedral, including the bell tower. With the patience of a saint, Anthony answered Jacqueline’s endless stream of questions. I suspected my daughter was somehow siphoning away all of my energy, because by the time the tour ended, she was energized and I was exhausted.

I was too grateful she was alive and with me to ruin her enjoyment of the cathedral because I was tired.


Chapter Twenty-Five







In the shade of the trees behind the cathedral, the discussion of what to have for lunch was lively enough to disgust me. All I wanted was to find a dark, quiet place to curl up and sleep while under the influence of the largest dose of painkillers my prescriptions allowed. My efforts to interrupt the debate, which had been whittled down to a choice of pizza, rotisserie, and Mexican, were ignored.

Jacqueline came to my rescue by slapping her hands against her hips, stomping her foot, and declaring, “No.”

The discussion of where to eat ground to a halt. It was Richard who finally asked, “Why not?”

“Daddy’s tired.”

“Fu—”

I voiced a wordless snarl at Richard, and he shut his mouth with a clack of his teeth. “Sorry.”

Grunting an acceptance of his apology, I rested my chin on Evelyn’s shoulder.

My mate took pity on me by saying, “I think Jacqueline is right. Therefore, we will continue our discussion at the hotel. I hear they have this newfangled thing called delivery in this city.”

“How fancy,” my father murmured, his expression neutral. My mother elbowed him.

“You’re not funny,” my daughter proclaimed, glaring at her grandfather.

“She learned that one from you,” Evelyn whispered in my ear.

I held my breath, wondering just how that was possible. Richard likewise gawked at my daughter before staring at me in silent questioning. I held my hands up, at a loss of how my daughter had learned the phrase. It wasn’t something Suzanne had ever said. She had hated it with a passion, scolding me whenever I uttered it, even when I had been on a call with Richard.

“It’s bad enough that you have a twin, Dante. You did not need to produce a clone,” my father scolded.

“Dad!” Elliot protested.

“You’re really not funny,” Jacqueline hissed, turning to me and hugging my legs. “Don’t listen to him, Daddy.”

“I have it on the highest authority that I shouldn’t listen to you,” I replied, and despite the throbbing in my chest and my exhaustion, I bent over and picked my daughter up. “Good girl.”

“Let me take her,” Evelyn said, holding out her arms for Jacqueline. I was abandoned for my mate, who smiled smugly at me. “Let’s get Jackson back to the hotel before he falls over again.”

“You’re not funny,” I grumbled under my breath.

Evelyn elbowed me and stuck out her tongue.




~~*~~




When Jacqueline ended up asleep in Evelyn’s arms before we made it back to the hotel, I huffed my triumph, which earned me a glare from Evelyn and my mother.

“If you wake her up, you’re a dead man,” my mate promised me.

“I think he’s had enough close brushes with death this month,” Richard grumbled, glaring at me. “Stop it. Just stop it.”

I had a feeling the Fenerec wouldn’t wait much longer before taking me aside for a terse heart to heart, which likely included a close-up inspection of my aching chest. “I’ll try.”

“Try?” Richard’s tone rose in pitch.

“Don’t you wake her either, Mr. Murphy,” Evelyn hissed.

We rode the elevator in silence, and I spent the time engaging Richard in a glaring contest. I wasn’t sure which one of us was the victor when we reached the top floor. He growled at me, a wordless rumble in his chest, which I answered with a huff, since there was no way I could match his deep tones. Smirking in response, he led the way to the suite I shared with my parents.

I reached out a hand at his back, curling my fingers into claws despite knowing he couldn’t see me.

“Your daughter is more mature than you are,” Elliot chided, shaking his head at me.

“I’m still your older brother, and I’m not above dunking your head in the toilet.”

He snorted. “You have never dunked anyone’s head in a toilet in your life.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t start with you.”

“Give it up, Jackson. They’ll win eventually. They’ll join forces, and you’ll be powerless to fight them off,” Evelyn said, clucking her tongue at me.

“Don’t give them ideas, please,” I begged.

“Too late, we’ve been planning it since we arrived,” Richard said, waiting at the door.

I pulled the key card out of my pocket and swiped it, shaking my head. Alex, Nicole, Amber, and Vicky were seated at the couch, playing a card game.

“You look like hell,” Vicky said in way of greeting.

“Thanks,” I replied, beelining for the kitchenette, its coffeemaker, and my medications. Richard grabbed the back of my shirt, succeeding in choking me before I halted. “Let go.”

“Food first, then medicine,” the Alpha Fenerec growled in reply.

“Seconded,” Vicky said. “I took the liberty of looking through them while you were gone, and the only one you’re allowed to take without food or lots of water is in the pink box. You can have one of those.”

“Dictators, all of you,” I muttered. “Give me coffee or give me death.”

“I’ll just go put her in bed while the grumpy beast has his coffee,” Evelyn said, pausing to kiss my cheek. “Behave.”

I changed direction to follow after Evelyn. “Grumpy beast help put child to bed before coffee.”

Richard tugged on my shirt again. “All you’ll do is wake her up with your bumbling. There’ll be plenty of time for you to spoil your little girl once you’re capable of constructing complete sentences.”

“Get. Coffee.” Evelyn paused to glare at me before disappearing into the bedroom.

“Go sit, I’ll make the coffee. I heard stories about what you produced at Gerald’s house and dared to call coffee,” Richard said, pushing me towards the couch and armchair. “Nicole, zap him if he gives you any trouble.”

“Jackson is never any trouble,” Nicole said, flashing a smile at me. “Look, he didn’t even need told that he has daddy duties he should attend to, including assisting in putting the baby to sleep. That’s pretty good for someone who decided it was a good idea to leave his hotel room in the wee hours of the morning to go have coffee with a Catholic priest. It’s like a bad joke without a punchline, mainly because it’s unfair to punch the heavily medicated for making stupid decisions.”

“Ouch.” I circled the coffee table, careful to keep well out of Nicole’s reach. “I’m sorry.”

“I can’t say I can blame him for deciding to get some fresh air,” my brother said, shaking his head. “You can’t cage a wolf.”

“No, they’re the wolves,” I corrected. “I’m just a witch.”

Shaking his head at me, my twin replied, “Witch or wolf, when it comes to you, there’s no difference.”

“I don’t have fleas, howl at the moon, or have fur.”

“You don’t, but you’re excessively protective, headstrong, stubborn, and you snarl when cranky.” Richard smirked at me, handing me a mug of coffee as I settled on the armchair, along with the little pink pill I recognized as the anti-nausea medication. “Those are all notable Fenerec traits, so therefore I say, ‘Close enough’.”

“Stop taunting my mate,” Evelyn scolded, closing the bedroom door behind her. “I’m pleased to report my mission is accomplished.”

I stared at the door, wondering what my little girl looked like when asleep.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, just go have a look,” Evelyn muttered, shaking her head. “From the doorway, and keep quiet. Nap time is a sacred luxury. Children have two modes of operation: on and off.”

“Language,” my mother scolded.

“Not sorry,” my mate replied, flipping a rude gesture in my mother’s direction.

I froze, holding my breath.

“No fighting,” Richard ordered. “Territory disputes in the hallway or not at all. First, there is a very tired and traumatized little girl sleeping in the other room. Second, there is a very tired, easily provoked, and traumatized Jackson in this room.”

I set my coffee down on the table and hid my face in my hands. “Give me a fucking break already,” I muttered.

“I present the fact that he just cursed in front of not one, not two, but five ladies as my evidence,” Richard finished.

“Maybe I’m a little sorry, but only a little,” Evelyn grumbled, and with boneless grace, she wormed her way onto my lap. “Hi.”

“Hi,” I replied, leaning back in the chair. I underestimated how far it would tilt back, resulting in a scramble for balance and Evelyn sprawled across my chest. Pain rippled through me, robbing me of my breath.

“Oh, God. I’m sorry, Jackson. Are you all right?”

“That hurt,” I gasped.

“Elbow right to the chest,” Richard observed with a wince. “I consider you absolved of all of your sins.”

It took me several deep, long breaths to stop wheezing. “That’s something at least.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Evelyn whispered.

 “Eh, he’s tough.” Richard sat on the couch next to Nicole, shaking his head. “While I have a list of questions for him, it’s traditional to wait until he starts resisting to start the torture.”

“Richard!” Evelyn blurted, her face turning as red as her hair.

“She’s obviously lowering his resistance in advance,” my brother said, rubbing his chin with a thoughtful expression. “Well done, Evelyn.”

“I didn’t mean to!”

Grumbling at my brother and friend, I embraced Evelyn and pulled her close to me, not caring that it hurt. I stuck my tongue out at them. “You have failed.”

“Never underestimate the power of Jackson’s pigheadedness,” Amber said, grinning at me. “That hurts like hell, doesn’t it?”

Evelyn froze as though horrified she might damage me further if she moved, which I used to my advantage to secure my hold on her. I grinned back at Amber. “No comment.”

“I think he’s fine,” the fire witch reported. “After lunch and his medications kick in, I think he’ll be more than fine.”

“I think you all should confess about this Inquisition operation in New Mexico,” I said.

“I think we should decide on what sort of food we’re ordering in,” Richard counted.

“Pizza,” I replied.

“Pizza it is,” my father declared, pulling out his cell and reaching for the phone book. After a fierce but brief debate on toppings, he put in the order. “Now you can interrogate him.”

“No, I’m interrogating you first. I called it.”

“It’s true, he did,” Nicole said, giving me a thumbs-up. “You score bonus points for a swift finish to the food wars and calling dibs on questioning. What do you want to know?”

“Did you leave any of them for me?”

Stunned silence answered my question. I rested my cheek against Evelyn, waiting for one of them to decide to speak.

“Well, he scores full points in the ‘kill anyone who hurts my daughter’ department,” Nicole reported, drawing a check mark in the air with her finger. “You had an entire group of them all to yourself. I never thought you had it in you. You had your share, we had our share.”

“You didn’t even get to go,” Evelyn retorted, her tone smug.

“Bitch,” Nicole muttered.

“And she’s a lovely one, if I do say so myself. Should I take that as a no?”

“You should,” Richard replied. “Sorry. You were MIA when we were planning the hit. Your loss.”

“Thank you for watching Evelyn’s back, Amber,” I said.

“You’re very welcome. She didn’t need it. All I have to report is that you should never get on the losing end of an argument with her. She’s vicious.”

“Of course I was vicious. They had Jacqueline, and that was absolutely unacceptable.”

Amber arched a brow. “So was leaving bloody paw prints all over the compound. You terrified everyone.”

“Jacqueline wasn’t scared of me,” Evelyn sniffed.

I listen to the exchange, trying to piece together what had happened. I failed. “Please explain,” I begged.

“You can, Amber,” Evelyn said, and after a making herself more comfortable, she nestled her cheek on my shoulder.

“With you two around, I’ll never need sugar again,” Nicole teased.

“I’ll remember that next time you try to steal my chocolate,” Richard replied.

Amber giggled. “Good luck with that, Richard. I think she keeps you around because you keep chocolate stashed everywhere.”

“I’m hurt, Amber.”

“You’ll live,” the fire witch reported. “However, you might not if you annoy the earth witch too much. He’s got crazy eyes.”

“I do not!”

“Those are his ‘I’m in pain and need my medication but the pizza isn’t here yet’ eyes,” Evelyn corrected. “His crazy eyes are gray.”

“I can’t tell if you’re joking,” Richard admitted, scratching his temple.

“Would I lie to you?”

“Yes, you would, and you’re a cunning bitch, so you might even get away with it.”

“Listen to him, Jackson. He’s such a flirt.”

“No he’s not. Stop that, Richard. You have your own woman. Nicole, stop your mate.”

“Richard, stop.”

“I see that my oldest son leads a very interesting life,” my father said. “Enough play. I covered your collective tails while you ran your op in New Mexico, much to his anxiety and anguish. For the record, his eyes do turn gray when he’s seriously annoyed, which happened on at least three occasions when I told him he couldn’t talk to Evelyn. Now, stop taunting him and give him the details.”

Amber relented with a shrug. “There’s not a lot to tell you, Jackson. Zachary and company found the address and a notable number of details about the place. We went in expecting a fight. Evelyn ripped out a couple of throats before we could restrain her, not that we were in much of a hurry to stop her. She intimidated the piss out of the Normals running the place. It was disappointingly anticlimactic. Turns out that most of the people they were holding in their compound all came to their senses at the same time. There were about fifty Normals in the joint, and not quite seven hundred really angry witches. Given some time to organize themselves and they wouldn’t have needed us at all.” Amber shook her head, falling quiet for a long moment.

“That’s it?” I asked.

“Have I told you Jacqueline’s really cute? Look, most of the witches they were holding have never seen a Fenerec before. Hell, some of them probably didn’t even realize they were witches in the first place. We scared them as much as we scared their captors. It didn’t help most of them spoke French and none of us did. That was a stupid oversight on our part. Anyway, Jacqueline sees Evelyn and has a temper tantrum because the captive witches wouldn’t let her go.”

I tried to imagine my little girl having a fit of any sort and couldn’t. “Okay, so she has a temper tantrum. What happened?”

Amber bit her lip.

“He’s not going to get mad, Amber,” Evelyn said.

“No, but I’m mad about how she was treated.”

“Talk, Amber,” I ordered.

“Fine, fine. She started crying and shrieking at the top of her lungs for her mommy.” Heaving a sigh, Amber shook her head. “At that point, I was fairly certain Suzanne was dead—really dead, I mean. She wasn’t in the compound. The rest of the team knew, too. I made the mistake of saying her name.”

“This doesn’t sound good.”

“Little brat starts howling, bites her way to freedom, and comes over to kick me in the shin. At this point, I’m armed to the teeth with an assault rifle, several pistols, and a couple of hand grenades. Evelyn’s completely covered in blood—and I mean that, she was absolutely soaked in it. Without missing a beat, Jacqueline decides Evelyn’s a pony, climbs up, hugs her neck, and declares Evelyn is her mommy and that anyone who disagrees should go fuck off.”

My mouth dropped open. “You’re serious.”

Amber giggled. “She’s adorable, Jackson, but I wish you luck cleaning up her language. I think that’s the nicest thing she said to anyone right up until we we’re getting ready to board the plane to bring her here. The real saint of patience was Evelyn, who very calmly told Jacqueline that if she didn’t cease talking, she was going to Atlanta to wait for her daddy instead of going to Canada. Terrifyingly effective.”

“What did Suzanne teach her?” I demanded.

“How to eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches,” Evelyn grumbled. “It’s the only thing she’ll eat. I’ve been trying to feed her a healthy meal since we’ve had her. I managed to slip a banana into one of her sandwiches, and she asked me what she had done to deserve the treat. She won’t even try ice cream.”

The chill started in my chest and spread through me, leaving me numb. “What did you just say?”

Scrunching her shoulders, Evelyn whispered, “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you that part yet.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m pretty certain peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are not an appropriate diet for a child,” I said, amazed at how calm I sounded despite wanting to get up and punch someone.

The person I wanted to hit was dead, which didn’t help matters any.

The knock at the door drew me from my thoughts, and my father answered it, returning with sufficient pizza to feed an army. “Food, medicine, and sleep for you, Dante. You can tell us what happened in Montreal after you wake up.”

“And before you worry about waking her by crawling into bed, don’t. It’d probably take a lot more than that to wake her at this point. She’s been a nervous bundle of energy since we found her. I don’t think the poor baby has slept a wink in three or four days,” Evelyn said, sliding off of my lap and giving my cheek a kiss. “No arguing.”

“What if I want to argue?”

“You can go sleep with your parents upstairs.”

“Damn, woman. You’re cruel,” my brother muttered.




~~*~~




As soon as I finished eating and taking my medication, Richard stalked me into the bedroom, closing the door behind us.

“It’s creepy when you do that,” I informed him, standing still in anticipation of the Fenerec’s inspection. I glanced at the bed out of the corner of my eye. My daughter was a lump under the covers, much to my disappointment.

“Just shut up and take your shirt off.”

“I’m telling Nicole. The least you could do is buy me flowers and dinner first,” I complained in a whisper, grimacing as I fought to peel my way out of the t-shirt.

“Why didn’t you wear a button up? Stupid,” Richard chided, helping me pull the stubborn material over my head. “It’s like you went out of your way to make it hurt more.”

“It didn’t hurt too much getting into it,” I confessed. “Didn’t want to bleed all over a nice shirt.”

“You didn’t bleed all over this one.” Richard sighed, circling me as he inspected the bandage. “Who did the wrappings?”

“A nurse at the hospital. I go back in tomorrow morning to have it checked.”

After grumbling, poking at it, and shaking his head, the Fenerec left it alone. “You’ll take me with you.”

It was easier to let Richard have his way, so I nodded my agreement. “You want something more than to get me out of my shirt.”

“You’re observant. Sit.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, watching for any sign of Jacqueline waking. She remained still and quiet, and in my paranoia, I narrowed my eyes until I saw the blanket rise and fall with her breaths. Richard pulled the sole chair in the room near the door and sat down, propping his feet up beside me.

“Why don’t you tell me everything that happened, and I’ll save you the interrogation from the entire group of them.”

It took me all of ten seconds to decide it was in my better interest to comply. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Richard frowned. “You’re not going to argue with me?”

“If you’re volunteering to let the piranha in the other room chew on you instead of me, of course I’ll comply.”

“Evelyn’s created a monster, giving you a twisted sense of humor. You were easier to deal with when you were all dour and serious.” He wrinkled his nose, and his displeased visage slipped as he grinned at me.

“I don’t think the doctors in Ottawa put my brain back in my skull quite right,” I said, grinning at him.

“Oh, that’s just playing dirty, Jackson.”

I smirked. Then, settling in so I could keep an eye on Jacqueline, I said, “Interrogate me, Alpha Fenerec, sir.”

“Evelyn said someone grabbed you near the hotel when we were headed to the university. You couldn’t go two whole blocks without getting in trouble?”

I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t told her I had been kidnapped. How had she found out? “They had a Glock. I wasn’t wearing a vest.”

“Okay, I can’t argue with that. Did you find out what they wanted?”

I nodded. “My brother. They were under the impression I was dead. They did inform me—or my brother, as they thought—that they had intended to use their equipment to make me a Normal.”

“That they were going to what?” Richard hissed at me.

“It’s a hate group, Richard. They wanted to eliminate the supernatural by purifying them. That’s what they did to...” I shuddered, unable to take my eyes off of Jacqueline. A shudder tore through me. “Suzanne volunteered. She was a willing participant. The rest weren’t.”

“So they grab you and tell you this why?”

“They wanted the Inquisition’s help eradicating the supernatural. I think they believed because my brother is a Normal, he would be willing to help them—probably with funding or witches so they could create more of those blood diamonds. We didn’t get all the way through the conversation. We were interrupted.”

“By a bridge collapse. That bit I learned from your father, as he found your phone in the wreckage.”

“By a bridge collapse,” I confirmed. Trying to hide what had happened from Richard would likely prove a fruitless endeavor, so I told him everything I remembered. When I got to the point where Suzanne had shot me, I shrugged helplessly. “I was stupid.”

“You were also possessed by a couple of thousand angry, and at that point in time, dead witches. So, she shoots you, and the bullet punches through the vest you’re wearing, and somehow, by some infinitely small chance, hits the blood diamond. Instead of a very quick death, you end up with a bullet lodged in your chest, along with a bunch of shards.”

“That’s when the eruption started, right under Suzanne’s feet. After that, it’s pretty much a blur.”

“What I want to know is how you didn’t end up fried by lava yourself. Suzanne couldn’t have been far from you when the place blew.”

“It was more of a slow and deliberate oozing,” I muttered.

“The heat, Jackson. I meant the heat.”

“I might be an earth witch, but I’m not a geologist, Richard. Ask a scientist. I somehow found my way out of the place. I don’t remember anything after that, not until I woke up in Toronto.”

“I’m amazed the only number you could remember was your father’s.”

“I’m just glad I remembered a number at all. The nurse was getting pretty frustrated with me.”

With a soft chuckle, Richard shook his head. “At least you didn’t have issues with your ID this time. Your father called Evelyn first. At that point, she was neck deep in the Inquisition operation. That Lyle guy led the op. He ran a pretty slick show from what Evelyn told me. He’s also ready to skin you for not telling him it was personal. Jacqueline’s a chip off your block, Jackson—they all knew who she was the instant they saw her.”

“He would have cut me out if he knew.”

“I’m just giving you fair warning that he’s annoyed with you. Still, Lyle’s heading the team who is out to find the rest of this group and wipe them out. They’ve been tipped off that the Inquisition is onto them, unfortunately. They’re on the run, and from what Zachary can tell from the data, there are at least two other locations overseas where they can manufacture these blood diamonds. Is there anything else I should know?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Go curl up with your little girl and get some sleep. I’ll fill the others in so you won’t get hassled once you’re up.”

“Thanks, Richard.”

“No problem. All a part of being pack.”




~~*~~




Little children possessed supernatural powers, and Jacqueline’s ability was to take up the majority of a king-sized bed. My place on the edge made it easy for me to slip away without waking either Jacqueline or Evelyn. According to my watch, it was five. According to the darkness and quiet outside of the window, it was morning.

Creeping out of the room, I found Richard and Nicole tangled together on the floor, requiring me to step over them in order to make my escape.

Richard cracked open a wolf-yellow eye, catching hold of my ankle.

I kicked free of his gasp. “If you come between me and a shave, I’m turning your pelt into a rug.”

After yawning, Nicole mumbled, “No pelting my mate.”

“Tell him to keep his grubby paws to himself.”

“Keep your grubby paws to yourself,” she dutifully repeated. “Shh. No walks, Jackson.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, making my escape to the bathroom before the Alphas could stop me. They were both asleep again before I reached the bathroom. While the tub filled, I checked the kitchenette, pleased to discover someone had left a pot of coffee warming. Deciding the risk of old brew was far safer than my attempts at making a new pot, I poured a mug and carried my bounty into the bathroom.

Evelyn was waiting for me, seated on the edge of the jacuzzi. “Good morning,” she murmured before stifling a yawn.

I closed the door. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I was already awake. I was amusing myself watching you sleep.”

“Were you?”

“I certainly was. It was particularly entertaining watching Jacqueline evict you to the edge of the bed when tossing and turning. Even in your sleep, you’re spoiling her rotten. She’ll need her own bedroom or you’ll be sleeping on the floor. She kicked you off twice, and you slept right through it.”

I felt my brows rise. “Really?”

“Really. Richard heard the first thump, thought something was wrong, and ran in to check on you. It took him twenty minutes to stop laughing.”

“How embarrassing.”

“You slept through dinner, too. How do you feel? You missed your painkillers. Richard tried to wake you up to take them, but you were out cold. There’s pizza and chicken wings in the fridge if you need to take some. He decided it wasn’t worth the effort, and that you’d survive missing a dose, as you probably wouldn’t survive him trying to shove medicine down your throat while you were asleep.”

“I don’t feel too bad,” I replied, sitting down beside her, setting my coffee on the vanity before taking off my watch and putting it out of harm’s way. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for now?” Evelyn kissed my cheek. “You’re fine, stop being sorry.”

“Did Jacqueline have dinner?”

“I couldn’t get her to try the pizza, but yeah. She had a sandwich, I told her she got the banana for keeping you company while you slept. She was cranky the entire time she was awake, but who can blame her?”

“Thank you for taking care of her,” I whispered.

“You’ll be taking care of her to your heart’s content soon enough.”

“With your help.”

She rewarded me with her smile. “You must think I know everything.”

I widened my eyes at her. “You don’t?”

“You win that round, Mr. Jackson.”

“What’s my prize?”

Evelyn licked her lips. “I could think of a few things.”

“You have my complete and undivided attention.”

“Boy, girl, or both?”

I blinked, and for several long moments, my mind went completely blank. “What?”

“Boy, girl, or both?” Evelyn repeated, arching a brow at me.

I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “Is this a figurative or literal discussion?”

“Which do you want it to be?”

“It’s a trap,” I muttered, eliciting a laugh out of my mate. “Jacqueline might get upset if we start talking about that so soon,” I whispered.

“Her preference is for a boy.”

“Her what is for a what?”

Evelyn smirked. “Boy. They’re noisier than girl people, not as pretty, but are typically easier to care for. She’s requested a baby brother for her birthday. I told her that I would take her request seriously, but that there might not be sufficient time to make such an arrangement. I also informed her that her daddy had an equal part to play in any requested brothers or sisters. Your mother attempted to derail the discussion by saying something about the birds and the bees. Cranky Jacqueline scolded us all rather viciously, informing us that daddies did not do the hard work, embarrassing your mother by detailing exactly how baby brothers and sisters came along. Fortunately, your daughter seems unaware of her innuendo. Apparently birds and bees do not do that together, and she would appreciate if we did not lie to her, thank you very much. The rest of us almost died of laughter. About five minutes later, I threw up dinner because I couldn’t stop giggling.”

I covered my face with my hands at the thought of my daughter giving everyone a sex education course. “I’m so sorr—wait, you threw up?”

“Cold pizza. Bleh.”

When Suzanne had been pregnant, food had been a fickle peril. Testing the water with my hand, I turned the tap off to buy myself a few moments to think. “Throwing up is unpleasant business. I threw up over the railing of a bridge. To add insult to injury, the bridge collapsed.”

Evelyn giggled. “No bridges were harmed in this incident.”

“If you will be throwing up on a daily basis, I will have to invest in a house with a bathroom on every floor, a kettle, and stock in a company that makes raspberry tea.” I sucked in a panicked breath. “Wait, you changed to a wolf. I thought...”

“It’s only an issue after the second month.”

It took me several minutes to compose myself enough to ask,  “Is it?”

“It is. If you’re not ready, it’s not an issue. If you are, it’s not an issue.”

I spluttered, and unable to think of a coherent reply, I pointed at her.

She laughed. “If there are no issues, then you better come practice, just to make sure.”

“You are a very devious woman,” I growled, narrowing my eyes at her. With slow, careful, and exaggerated motions, I shoved her into the jacuzzi, pajamas and all. When she tried to yank me in with her, I captured her hands. “If you are, I’m not letting you out of my sight, not for a single minute.”

“I have no problems with that. I always wanted my own servant who comes with many, many benefits.”

“Is that all I am now, a servant?”

Smirking at me, she splashed water in my direction. “Your daughter said it, I’m the one who has to do all the hard work.”

I flushed, running my hands through my hair. “I can’t believe she said that. Did she really say that?”

“She did, and it was really obvious she was parroting what she had been told without really knowing what she was saying. Your mother’s face was priceless. It gets even better.”

“That doesn’t sound promising.”

“When we told her it was bed time and she should go curl up with you and sleep, we were informed that if she disturbed mommy and daddy time, she couldn’t have a baby brother for her birthday.”

I counted months off on my fingers. “I hope she’ll accept a rain check.”

“Your mother tried to use the stork excuse, too. That didn’t go over so well. I thought she would have figured it out after her failed birds and bees effort. Poor baby, she even tried to count out the months on a calendar. Jacqueline’s utterly convinced a baby brother is a necessity, and that it’s her responsibility to make arrangements. I think she’s feeling guilty for some reason, and I don’t know why.”

I froze, thinking back on when I had found out Jacqueline had been born and all of the things I had missed, all thanks to Suzanne’s scheming. If I hadn’t hallucinated her presence, I had the sinking suspicion she had picked up a lot of things from me I didn’t want her to know, including what had happened to her mother. I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath.

Evelyn took advantage of the moment, yanking me into the tub with her. I spluttered, sprawled on top of her. “All’s fair in love and war,” she murmured in my ear.

“Do you know how much of a pain it is to get out of wet jeans?” I complained.

“Your fault for falling asleep in your jeans. Don’t blame me. You pushed me first. You’ll just have to live with it. So, what are you going to tell your daughter?”

“Our daughter,” I corrected. “She already called you mommy, so you’re stuck with mommy duty, I’m afraid.”

“I can live with that.”

“Good, I wasn’t planning on giving you a choice about that. What Jacqueline wants, she gets.”

“Within reason.”

“Negotiable. We’ll start with a fox plushy, which she’ll tell us is a wolf, and we’ll pretend she’s correct,” I stated, nipping Evelyn’s nose. “Then I’ll convince her that peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are only allowed once a week at maximum, and only if she’s been a really good girl.”

“A fox plushy?”

It was hard, but I told her about my glimpses into Jacqueline’s memory. “I think she picked up a lot more from me than I wanted,” I admitted.

“Between the two of you, you have so many issues that an entire psychiatric ward would be challenged straightening out the mess. Fortunately for you, I’m patient and like children. That answers some of my questions, at least. I was wondering why she didn’t think you had abandoned her. I’d put my bets on her being a fire witch or air witch.”

“What? Why?”

Evelyn snorted. “I’m not a total expert on witches, but I have a nose and I know how to use it. She’s not an earth or water witch. If she were water, she’d probably have neutralized your powers by accident. She’s not earth—doesn’t have the scent. Fire and air are trickier to sniff out. She’s definitely a little witch, though, and I’d put my bets on fire. They sense things. Amber says it lets her get a good feel for people on first meetings. She sees auras. When she works at it, she can pick up other things. If Jacqueline has that, when she hitched a ride with you, she probably got a crystal clear view of how much you love her.”

“And all of the things I missed when she was growing up,” I said, unable to keep the misery out of my voice.

“Thus her desire for a baby brother or sister. She’s a lot like you. She sees a problem, she picks a solution, and she runs with it. You missed her when she was a baby, so the only way to fix that is to have another baby. Of course, she’s not really aware of what is involved with us having a baby, but that’s not really her problem, is it? All she’s worried about is trying to make you happy. It’s cute.”

I sighed, resting my forehead against her shoulder. “I don’t deserve either one of you.”

“Do not make me drown you in this tub, mister.”

“Well, I don’t. You’re both too perfect.”

Evelyn ran her hands through my hair. “I suppose you’re correct. We are perfect for you, and you’ll just have to accept that. We’re worse than leeches. Now that we have gotten a hold of you, you’re stuck with us. Live with it.”

“I guess I’ll manage, somehow.”




~~*~~




I managed to ruin my bandages, but since I was no longer bleeding from where the surgeons had dug the diamond and bullet out of my chest, I decided it wasn’t a problem. Risking one of my darker shirts and jackets, I wore a suit, much to Evelyn’s amusement.

When I was nibbling my way through a second slice of pizza, Jacqueline stumbled out of the bedroom, tripped over Nicole, and landed on top of Richard’s wife with a squeak. I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh. Between yawns, Nicole untangled herself from my daughter before setting Jacqueline on her feet. My daughter took off at a run, bouncing to a halt in front of me.

“Daddy!” she chirped, fluttering her hands.

Taking that to mean she wanted picked up, I set my pizza down and obeyed. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“Sandwich,” she demanded.

“I’m afraid Daddy has implemented a ban on peanut butter and jelly until a little girl named Jacqueline learns to say please,” I replied. “You can eat pizza instead.”

“May I have a sandwich, please?”

“Pizza,” I countered, and after settling her on one arm, wincing a little at her weight, I picked up my paper plate. “If pizza is good enough for me, it’s good enough for you.”

Jacqueline shook her head. “I’m not allowed to have it.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m the one who makes the rules in this household, Miss Jacqueline, and I say you’re allowed to have it.”

Evelyn cleared her throat.

“Mommy can make rules too, I suppose.”

Two pairs of jade-green eyes narrowed at me. “You suppose?” my mate murmured.

“She won’t eat it, Jackson. Give up and make the poor baby a sandwich,” Nicole said, stretching her arms over her head. “Good morning. Ugh, I’m stiff.”

“That’s what you get for sleeping on the floor,” I countered. “Good morning. You could have slept in a bed. I’m pretty sure you have a room in this hotel somewhere. You do, don’t you?”

“Two doors down,” Richard replied, covering his mouth as he yawned. “What time is it? It’s too early to be up.”

“Traditionally, you wait until you hear the time before you decide it’s too early to be up. It’s eight, and I have to leave for my doctor’s appointment in twenty minutes,” I replied before turning my attention back to Jacqueline. “If you won’t eat the pizza, I guess I’ll have to eat it all, then.” I set the plate down, took my slice, and had it halfway to my mouth before my daughter snatched it. She dug her fingers into the cheese, cramming the crust into her mouth.

“Sweety, sweety,” Evelyn said, taking the pizza out of Jacqueline’s hands, which were covered in tomato sauce. “You hold it like this.” Once my mate showed her how to hold the pizza, my daughter nodded, held it by the crust and bottom, and nibbled on it.

Her eyes widened.

Within a minute, only the crust remained, which Jacqueline regarded with a wrinkled nose. “I don’t like this part.”

“Don’t worry, neither do I,” my mate confessed, taking the leftovers and tossing them out.

“Way to go, Jackson. Couldn’t you have given her a slice of her own? You probably just gave her whatever infections you have,” Richard scolded. “Don’t get sauce all over your suit. You take forever to change.”

Evelyn saved my suit from ruination at the hands of a five year old using a wet paper towel. “Jacqueline, do you want to go with Daddy to his doctor’s appointment?”

“Is Daddy sick?” my daughter asked, holding her arms out to Evelyn, who took her.

“They’re making sure he doesn’t get sick,” Evelyn replied.

“The bad witch hurt him,” my daughter whispered, and I winced at her miserable tone.

“Don’t worry, little one,” Richard said, giving me a solid thumping on my back. I hissed in pain. “We’ll make sure your daddy stays out of trouble from now on.”

“Okay, Mr. Richard.”

When someone knocked at the door, Nicole skipped over to answer it. “Gerald!”

I groaned, leaning against the counter. “The drug dealer is here?”

“Uncle Jackson!” Beth and Ruth tumbled into the room, spotted me, and darted by Richard to collide with my legs.

I grunted, kneeling down to greet Gerald’s children. “Hello, girls. Where the girls are, their beautiful mother must be close behind.”

“Compliments will not save you, Jackson,” Maggie proclaimed, following her husband into the room. “And who is that cute little girl?”

“Daddy?” Jacqueline asked, her tone uncertain and full of worry.

Evelyn set my daughter down. “This is Ruth and Beth. They’ll be your friends. Ruth, Beth, this is Jacqueline. She’s Uncle Jackson’s girl. Treat her nice, okay? She doesn’t have many friends.”

Both Ruth and Beth’s eyes widened. “Hello,” Ruth said, clutching her bunny close to her chest before holding him out to my daughter. “His name is Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom. Do you want to hold him?”

When my daughter looked up at me for guidance, I patted her head. “I slept with him when I was at their house last. Go on and play.”

I wasn’t really sure how much my daughter knew about playing, but I extricated myself from the tangle of little girls, sliding around them to join Gerald and Maggie. Before I could say anything, Maggie caught me up in a rib-crushing hug. I wheezed, patting her back.

“You jerk,” she hissed.

“Bad word!” my daughter proclaimed, pointing at Maggie.

I ducked my head, choking back my laughter.

“Oops. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry, just wait until she really starts cursing,” I whispered into Maggie’s ear. “She’s just learning which words are bad and which ones aren’t. She’s had... a colorful education.”

“By colorful, what he’s trying to tell you is that she gave his mother a rather descriptive sex education lesson last night,” Evelyn whispered as she joined us.

Maggie gave me another hug. “Thank God, Jackson. She’s okay? Did she really? What did she say?”

“She did. It gets better. She discovered pizza for the first time about five minutes ago,” Evelyn announced. “It’s a good thing that she can’t spell and that her m-o-t-h-e-r is already d-e-a-d because when Jackson found out her diet consisted entirely of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, I was certain there was going to be a m-u-r-d-e-r. We do not address S-u-z-a-n-n-e by name, nor do we call her m-o-t-h-e-r.”

“Has she been to a doctor yet?”

I sucked in a breath, turning to Evelyn. “Has she?”

“Several. Generally got a clean bill of health, although all three of them were worried about malnutrition. She’s a little small for her age. They think she’ll grow like a weed once she starts eating better. She’s six inches below average and about five pounds underweight for her height.”

“No wonder,” I muttered, glancing at my daughter. The three girls sat together on the floor in the kitchenette, whispering to each other. “I’m stealing your children to be her playmates, Gerald.”

“You are not! You may borrow them for short periods of time, but you may not keep them,” my friend replied.

“Spoilsport,” I rebuked, smiling at the girls. After a moment of consideration, I turned to Evelyn and said, “To answer your earlier question, both or either is perfectly fine by me.”

Evelyn’s smile warmed me.
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Long before Nicolina Desmond manifested her powers as a wizard, she was a Normal girl with extraordinary circumstances. In order to prove herself and escape her father’s chokehold on her life, she’s determined to get on the fast track towards an independent life. 




However, she never anticipated how meeting Richard Murphy would change her life… 




Tales of the Winter Wolf follows the adventures of Nicole and Richard, predominant characters from Witch & Wolf #2, Winter Wolf. Spoilers for the novel are contained within! 




Volume One contains the following stories: 




Hunted 




Nicolina Desmond should have known that her twin’s overly friendly behavior with the eligible Fenerec males would land her in trouble, but she never expected how far young, single werewolves would go to secure a mate. 







The Scent of Guilt 




When Richard is invited to hunt Nicolina’s kidnappers with her father, he jumps at the chance. With Desmond lusting for blood and violence, Richard is forced to toe the line between mercy, justice, and revenge. 




Firecracker 




Charles Desmond’s influence isn’t enough to stop those who are determined to take Richard’s rank through force. With Nicolina Desmond out on the hunt to kill him once and for all, he’ll need a lot more than luck to survive his stay with the Desmonds. 




Glitter 




Richard Murphy has many sides, and Nicolina Desmond is dismayed to discover that he truly has the patience of a hunting wolf and his pranks are just as nefarious as hers. When the bodies of Fenerec turn up in her back yard, however, she might have to kill again, and her target is none other than Yellowknife’s injured Alpha. 




Hunted




Winter was the season of love, romance, and bonding for Fenerec, and I wanted nothing to do with it. In my gamble to escape, leaving my twin to fend off the wolves, I had graduated high school three years early, won early admittance into Stanford, and spent the vast majority of my time in California, far away from my Seattle home.

I had exams in a week, but that hadn’t been enough to deter my father.

It was bad enough having Fenerec parents, but for the next few days, all I had to look forward to was being toted around, put on display, and courted by every single werewolf looking to take advantage of my father’s influence. The werewolves couldn’t even handle the truth; calling them werewolves was a good way to stir their ire, and an angry werewolf had a tendency to hurt people, property, or, as the case often was, both. When they were hunting a mate, their volatile tendencies were doubly worse.

My sister, however, loved every moment of it. Lisa loved Seattle in the winter, with its heavy rain and occasional snowfall. She spent the rest of the year mourning her lost opportunities and lusting for the attention and thrill of being chased by testosterone-poisoned males hoping to win her affections and our father’s good graces.

I, on the other hand, knew better. I was the older sister; I should have been the one with a grip on things, but no. In the eyes of my family, I was the flake, the unreliable one, and the one too stubborn to give in and play the game their way. Attending Stanford at fifteen meant nothing to them, neither did my perfect GPA. I could be a doctor, a lawyer, or anything else I wanted, but that wasn’t good enough.

They wanted me to be the bride of a werewolf, and I wasn’t having it.

While Lisa dressed up when she knew they were coming, I dressed down. Before I had gone off to college, when ratty clothes and a surly temper didn’t work, I left for the city to spend the winter whenever possible, hopping from friend’s house to friend’s house until the werewolves left.

This year, things would be different. I put aside the ratty jeans and bulky sweater in favor of a black skirt and blazer with a pristine white shirt. I wore a silver charm bracelet with a single moonstone pendant, both an acknowledgment of my heritage and a mockery of it. The silver was old that even my father flinched away from it.

If a werewolf did decide to get frisky with me, I’d be more than happy to burn him.




Tales of the Winter Wolf, Volume One is available from Amazon. (July 2015.)
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