
        
            
                
            
        

    
Contents




Copyright

Hunted

The Scent of Guilt

Firecracker

Glitter

Index

Titles by RJ Blain

Dedication

Winter Wolf


Tales of the Winter Wolf 

by RJ Blain




[image: Image]




All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof

may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever

without the express written permission of the publisher or author

excluding the use of brief quotations in a book review.




© 2015 RJ Blain

ISBN: 978-1-928148-04-3




For more information or to contact the author, please visit rjblain.com

Special thanks to Brooke Johnson (http://brooke-johnson.com)


Hunted




Nicolina Desmond should have known that her twin’s intimate behavior with the eligible Fenerec males would land her in trouble, but she no idea how far young, single werewolves would go to secure a mate.




[image: Image]




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 and wealth. 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 enough 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. The bracelet wasn’t the only silver I had on me, either. The thin blade I slipped in my boot was older than my jewelry, and if my father discovered I had it, he’d skin me alive.

By the time I was finished, I’d teach the Fenerec that I wasn’t going to be cowed by them. I wasn’t prey. In a way, I was grateful my father had called me home under the pretense of a family emergency. I enjoyed our games of wolf and rabbit. There was something delightful about outwitting a predator, and when my father was so enthralled with chasing me, not only did I have his undivided attention, I proved I wasn’t someone to set aside, control, and manipulate like some pawn on a chessboard.

It never stopped him from trying, but that too was part of our game.

This year would be different. I’d win from the very beginning. When I was finished, all I would leave for him was a cold trail. All I had to do was get through the introduction without one of the werewolves sinking their teeth into my throat.

The crunch of gravel in the driveway and the slamming of a car door warned me of trouble. I waited for the sounds of the vehicle departing, but it remained quiet. Curious, I headed to my window, peeking through the curtain.

Most of the Fenerec my father brought home for us were young: either our age, a little older, or a little younger. Their Alphas would bring them in minivans or SUVs, dropping them off before making a run for it.

The convertible Porsche Boxster was painted a dusty metallic pink, and I wanted it with every fiber of my being. In the hopes it was one of my father’s Normal business associates visiting, I grabbed my cell and texted my mother to ask if the Fenerec had arrived.

Her affirmative came shortly after, along with an order to fetch Lisa and come downstairs.

The game had begun, but this time, someone interesting had come to our door, and I wasn’t sure what I thought about that.
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The Porsche was a beauty, but the Fenerec who owned it was in a class all of his own. His brown hair was tousled from driving with the top down despite the cold weather. When I came down the stairs, he was shaking my father’s hand. It was odd watching two good looking young men shake hands, knowing one of them was my father. Neither looked a day over thirty, and I had no doubts my father was far older.

In the family safe, there was a photo of him and my mother together, which was dated just before the start of World War II.

My father, either in a show of solidarity with me or in a complete lapse of judgment, wore a stained t-shirt and a pair of jeans with holes in the knees. The Fenerec wore a black suit, white shirt, and a tie that matched his car.

My fingers itched to grab his tie and give it a yank, both to find out if it felt as luxurious as it looked and to wipe the smug, satisfied expression off his face.

Lisa beat me down the stairs and stopped to watch the newcomer with wide eyes. Her sleek silk dress in forest green clung to her thin, athletic frame, accessorized with heels and enough jewelry to sink a ship. Unlike me, she had taken the time to brush out her shoulder-length hair. Mine, which fell to my waist when I let it down, was piled on top of my head in a messy bun so it wouldn’t get in the way. The Fenerec glanced my way, his brown eyes narrowing as he took me in. His gaze shifted to my sister and stayed there.

“I’m impressed, Mr. Desmond. From all of the scandalous things you’ve told me, I was certain I’d only meet one of your daughters,” he said, and his voice was deep and rich, reminding me of crushed velvet. Freeing his hand from my father’s grip, he strode to Lisa, took her hand, and kissed the back of it. “You must be Miss Lisa.”

Lisa knew what to do; my father had brainwashed her well. She dipped into a curtsy and lowered her eyes. She was good at playing by the rules. She never stared at a Fenerec for too long, our parents included. She knew when to bow her head and act submissive.

Me? I tested my luck, met his gaze, and waited for signs of aggression.

There was a wolf-yellow gleam in the Fenerec’s eyes.

“Girls, this is Mr. Murphy, the Alpha of Yellowknife’s pack. He’ll be staying with us for the next few weeks,” my father announced.

“Mr. Murphy,” my sister murmured as she rose.

They were a perfect match for each other, which only served to make me angrier. Lisa’s sophisticated dress and his dark suit made them look like a couple.

For once, I couldn’t fault my sister’s choice to take her chances with the Fenerec. I wanted to howl at the injustice of it all. Why couldn’t I, just for a moment, be more like her? He was the dream of every teen girl. Anyone who drove a Porsche like the one parked in our driveway had money. Money meant comfort, so if she chose to be caged, it’d be in one made of satin, silk, and finery. As the bride of a pack’s Alpha, she’d want for nothing, and no one would dare touch her.

Mr. Murphy released my sister, flashed her a million-dollar smile, and judging from the way her eyes widened and her lips parted without her saying a word, he had already won her over.

I scowled, narrowing my eyes as he approached me. Instead of letting him pull the same old-fashioned stunt on me, I held out my hand—the one with the silver bracelet—to shake with him. “Nicolina,” I said, hoping my tone came across cold and fringing on impolite. If my sister wanted the rich werewolf, she was welcome to him.

I’d just make it my life’s mission to make him as miserable as possible for preying on my twin.

His hand engulfed mine, his grip firm. If the silver bothered him, he showed no signs of it. “Richard. You’re not what I was expecting.”

The way he smiled at me stoked my fury. My options were limited; I could fight my way free and risk him pulling my arm off or play it cool and let him do what he wanted.

Because it went against all of my father’s warnings, I squeezed Richard’s hand as hard as I could. “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I lied, hoping his werewolf senses were keen enough to smell my deceit through the lilac perfume I wore.

“The pleasure is all mine,” he replied, squeezing my hand in challenge and retaliation.

When I met Richard’s gaze without flinching, his brown irises brightened to amber. I tightened my grip until he eased his hold on me. I pulled free of his grasp. “I hope you’ve had your shots, and I ask that you kindly do not give my sister fleas or mange. Just remember, Mr. Murphy, that she is underage and has school tomorrow. We both are, in case you weren’t certain.”

Lisa’s face turned red. “Nicolina!”

Instead of the angry scowl I expected, Richard Murphy smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind, Miss Desmond.”

Before my spluttering father could say a word, I marched to the front door, grabbing my briefcase as I headed out. “I have exams I need to study for, and alas, none of my classes this quarter require the first-hand study of interspecies betrothal practices.”
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Trouble came in twos and threes, and I didn’t even make it to the end of the driveway before it came to find me. A white van blocked the way to the street, and four Fenerec I recognized from last year’s batch of potential suitors were waiting.

None of them looked very happy.

No matter how much I disliked my father’s attempts to marry us off, he wasn’t the type to allow Fenerec to loiter around without his leave. I slipped my hand into my pocket, pulled out my cell, and snapped a photograph of them, texting it to my father. When they saw me, they stood straighter, their wolf-yellow eyes focused on me.

I pretended not to notice them, fiddling with my phone as I kept walking.

“We heard one of the little bitches went to college and cleaned up nice,” one of them said, pushing away from the van. I came to a halt, jerking my head up as though surprised by his presence. Like Richard Murphy, the Fenerec had brown hair. There was something ugly about the Fenerec’s smile. “If you’re any indication, it seems there’s some truth to it after all. Long time no see, Miss Desmond.”

I slid my phone into my pocket. After a moment of thought, I remembered the Fenerec’s name: David Serrens. He was a year older than me, and if memory served, he had the same intellectual capacity of a rock. “What brings you all the way out here, Mr. Serrens?”

When he came to a halt in front of me, I shifted my gaze away from his eyes to the three Fenerec waiting at the van. It was one thing to stare down a Fenerec with my father standing there and another to try my luck when there were four of them and only one of me.

If they tried anything, I wouldn’t have time to reach my knife.

When he grabbed hold of my chin, I stiffened and sucked in a breath. He forced my head up so he could look me in the eyes. “If you think you can just get away with last year’s insults, Miss Desmond, you’re very mistaken.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied, careful to keep my tone quiet and calm.

“Don’t think you can play with me this time. You led us all on.”

I sighed. I had warned Lisa about flirting with the Fenerec when she had no intentions of pursuing a relationship with any of them. “You’ve got the wrong sister, David. We’ve spoken twice. The conversations consisted of hello and goodbye. If you want to talk with Lisa, you’ll need to go to the house.”

David scowled. Without releasing my chin, he ducked his face close to mine. He drew a deep breath. “So you’re the college girl—that Nicolina bitch.”

“Let’s go, man. If she ain’t Lisa, she’s got nothing to do with this,” one of the other Fenerec whined.

“Shut up,” David snarled, and his grip on my chin tightened hard enough my eyes watered. “Sure, she might not be Lisa, but if she isn’t, she’ll do. She’ll bring Lisa right to us, if they know what’s smart for them. We’ve got unfinished business. Come along, Miss Desmond. Let’s go for a ride. We have lots of things to talk about—in private.”

The thought of spending any length of time with any of them—in private or otherwise—sickened me. I balled my hand into a fist and backhanded him across the face, making sure my silver bracelet dug into his cheek. He howled, thrusting me away.

A black gash scored him from ear to lip, and smoke coiled from the wound.

“You’re going to pay for that.”

I didn’t have time to grab my knife before he was on me. I lifted my bracelet to ward him off, but he slapped my arm aside. His fingers curled around my throat and squeezed. Pulling me close to him, he breathed heavily in my face. The stench of burned flesh filled my nose.

A buzz in my ears made way for a deeper tone. The Fenerec’s mouth moved as though he spoke, but I couldn’t hear what he said.

Then his grip tightened until I couldn’t breathe at all. I grabbed hold of his wrist, digging my nails in as hard as I could. It didn’t faze him, although he bared his teeth as I kept clawing at him. The edges of my vision turned gray before fading to black. My numb, tingling fingers slipped from his wrist. The last thing I was aware of was slumping against him, my lungs and throat burning from the need for air.
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In their haste to get as far away from my father as possible, the Fenerec dumped me on the floorboard of the van. Their haphazard driving, turns taken too fast, and the complete disregard for the existence of potholes jostled me awake and kept me conscious. I kept my eyes closed, feigning sleep as I tried to figure out what was going on. The why of it seemed obvious enough to me; Fenerec were the jealous type, and they hadn’t been chosen, not by my sister nor me.

Even if my sister had shown interest in them, my father likely hadn’t approved of them. 

“If you’ve killed her, we’re dead,” one of the Fenerec growled. I couldn’t tell by voice alone which one it was. Several whines answered him.

“Does she look dead to you?” David snapped.

“She’s not moving, she’s gray, and her throat’s turned black, man. If she’s not dead, you hurt her bad.”

It took me longer than I liked to realize David was the driver. He growled, “Tough shit, she shouldn’t have hit me.”

“Dude, you grabbed a girl’s face. Of course she hit you.”

The van swerved and the tires squealed, followed by David snarling, “I didn’t mean to hurt her!”

“You strangled her. Are you seriously trying to feed me that shit? If you hadn’t meant to hurt her, you would have grabbed her arm and just pulled her into the van. She’s a Normal, man.” I didn’t know which one of the Fenerec was talking back to David, but under other circumstances, I might have liked him.

“She pissed me off.”

“That’s not going to save our asses when Mr. Desmond finds out.”

“We’ll use her as a shield. He’ll be so busy worrying about his little bitch we’ll be able to get away,” David retorted.

“Great. First you choke her, now you want to use her as a hostage? What the fuck is wrong with you? We were just supposed to grab Lisa and make her choose one of us.”

“We have no proof she’s not Lisa.”

Someone nudged me with their shoe, prodding my stomach. I wanted to jerk away, but I couldn’t move. Fear choked off my breath.

Maybe the Fenerec was right, and David had done more than strangle me.

I heard the thunk of something hitting the floor and the metal on metal click of someone opening my briefcase. “Unless they’re teaching Business Economics and Statistics 101 in high school, I’d say this is not Lisa’s bag.”

“How about her phone?” David demanded.

“I think it’s in her skirt pocket, man.”

“So dig it out. She’s unconscious, so what’s the problem?”

I could think of a hundred and one problems with David’s idea, and when I got my act together, I was going to dig my knife out of my boot and rearrange his organs with it.

“Fine.” The touch at my hip was tentative. Moments later, a seeking hand grasped my phone and pulled it out of my pocket. “I got it. What do you want me to do with it?”

“Find out if it’s Lisa’s or Nicolina’s,” David ordered. “They’re twins; she could be Lisa with Nicolina’s bag.”

“Are you stupid?”

“Fuck off, Oliver. Who owns the phone?”

“Judging from the fifty plus text messages, I’m confident in saying this is Nicolina’s phone and that Mr. Desmond knows she’s been grabbed.”

I delighted in the worry in the Fenerec’s tone.

When I was able to move again, when my body didn’t feel quite so numb and tingly, they’d have a lot more than my father to worry about. There was no way I was going to let them get away with kidnapping me without a fight.

Maybe I was a Normal, maybe I wasn’t a match for a Fenerec’s strength, but I wasn’t going to go out quietly.

“So, what’s the deal?”

One of the Fenerec whined.

David huffed. “First, we get out of the Seattle area. We’ll go with our original plan and take her to the Pacific Crest Trail up near Snoqualmie Pass. If he cooperates, we’ll leave her for him to find.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“We dump her,” David replied, his tone so casual it chilled me.

“I’m pretty sure killing her sister—her bloody fucking twin—isn’t going to get Lisa to cooperate with us,” Oliver snapped. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way.”

“No, but she’ll suffer because of it. That’s good enough for me. If the bitch thinks she can play us and get away with it…”

“What do we do?” Oliver demanded.

There was a long pause. “Take a picture of her with her phone and send it to Mr. Desmond. Set the meeting time for dawn. Tell him he has two choices: he can send Lisa—alone—or he can send a middleman with a briefcase full of cash to Lake Lila. He better pay what he thinks his girl is worth. Going on the cheap with us won’t end well for her. If he shows up, we kill her. Make it clear it won’t take much for us to snap her neck.”

“You’re going to get us killed, man.”

“He’ll have no way of knowing it’s us,” David rebuked.

Oliver didn’t reply. I heard the click-clack of him typing a message using my phone, followed by the snap of a photo being taken. “Fine. It’s done.”

“Good. Now shut up and let me drive.”
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It wasn’t until I felt the change in elevation and my ears started popping that I was able to move. Stabbing pain lanced down my spine all the way to my toes before zapping into my skull. A groan escaped me when David hit a particularly bumpy patch of road.

“She’s waking up,” Oliver announced.

“We’re almost there. Keep her on the floor until we’re near the lodge.”

Since they knew I was awake, there was no point keeping my eyes closed. I was sprawled across the back of the van with three of the Fenerec, my feet behind the driver’s seat. Wincing at what I hoped was a pinched nerve, I systematically moved my fingers and toes. I let out a relieved sigh. It hurt, but I wasn’t paralyzed.

With all three of the Fenerec near me watching my every move, I couldn’t risk drawing attention to my heeled boots. If I wanted to deal with four young, rutting Fenerec with a grudge, I needed to be smarter than them. For me to have any chance of escape, they couldn’t learn I had a knife, not until I used it on one of them, preferably David.

My father had never told me what to do if a pack of Fenerec snatched me. Had he deemed it an impossibility, or was he so confident no one would defy him that it never occurred to him it could happen? Either seemed plausible.

A few minutes later, David parked the van. He circled to the side door, sliding it open.

Maybe Seattle was rainy during early winter, but it was snowing at Snoqualmie pass. The cold air blasting my face roused me enough to recoil from the Fenerec, backing up until I pressed against the far side of the van.

“Doesn’t look too hurt to me,” David accused, glaring at the Fenerec sitting in the middle.

Blond-haired, blue-eyed Oliver shrugged. “Take a look at her throat.”

“It’s bruised. So what? Bitch should be grateful that’s all she’ll walk away with, so long as she cooperates. If she doesn’t, well, that’s another story. I never promised we wouldn’t have fun with her before sending her home.”

My rage ignited at the thought of any one of them laying a finger on me. “Don’t you even dare,” I snarled. My voice was raspy and speaking hurt my throat.

David glared at me. “If you’re smart, you’ll keep your mouth shut.”

“David, fuck off. We’re not touching her,” Oliver snapped, lunging out of the van to grab David by the throat. “I’m not a fucking rapist. Not now, not ever, and certainly not because of you.”

With wide, bulging eyes, David struggled to choke out a word, but Oliver didn’t let him. When David nodded, the other Fenerec loosened his grip. “I draw the line at rape. If she wants to enjoy our company tonight, that’s her choice. But if you try to force her, I swear to God I’ll rip you to pieces.”

Maybe David had been the boss during the drive, but none of them dared to defy Oliver.

If they seriously thought I was going to sleep with any of them, they were insane.

“Get her out and to the lodge before we freeze to death,” David growled, pulling free of Oliver’s grip to spin around and stomp through the snow, disappearing from sight.

Oliver sighed. “I’m really sorry about this, Miss Desmond. Come on. You really will freeze to death if you stay in the van. The lodge isn’t far.”

I waited for the other two Fenerec to get out of the van before trying to stand. While I had managed to crawl away from David, my legs refused to obey my will or bear my weight. When I tried to slither out of the vehicle, my knees buckled. Without Oliver grabbing hold of my arm with bruising force, I would have fallen.

Clenching my teeth, I forced myself to walk, step by wobbling step. True to their word, the lodge wasn’t far. Oliver shoved me down onto one of the main room’s armchairs.

David crossed his arms, glowering down at me. “This is how it’s going to work. You’re going to sit there, keep your mouth shut, and do as told. Don’t even think about moving without asking for permission. If you do, I’ll tie you up myself. Understand?”

“Understood,” I replied, flexing my hands. Unlike the Fenerec, who shucked off their snow-covered shoes, I left my boots on. When my chance came, I’d have my knife close at hand.

But first, I needed a plan.
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It didn’t take me long to come to two conclusions. First, David was higher strung than a racehorse, jumping at every shadow and noise. If the noise came from me, he growled. If it didn’t, he growled while checking the door and windows, so tense his fellow Fenerec whined and shifted with restless nervousness. Second, for all they were kidnappers and Fenerec, they were idiots.

David was the mastermind, but the other three, Oliver included, lacked the basic intelligence and common sense to question his ideas or think things through. They hadn’t stopped to consider anything beyond grabbing my sister, not even their basic needs for survival.

Not only was I trapped in a lodge with four desperate Fenerec, they were four desperate, hungry Fenerec. I didn’t have any first-hand experience with a hungry Fenerec.

My father and mother made certain to keep their stomachs content, especially around us, and that was enough of a warning for me. If my father wasn’t willing to come near us when he hadn’t had enough to eat, then the last place I wanted to be was in the same room with four hungry wolves.

I didn’t want to be on the menu.

I sighed. David whirled in my direction, his upper lip curled up to reveal his teeth. With his growls rumbling in his chest, he took one step towards me.

“Is there a kitchen in this place?” I asked, careful to keep my eyes fixed on the floor. After hours of staying put, I had only come up with one idea, and it involved prescription medication and the risk of poisoning myself in my attempt to disable them long enough to stage my escape.

While I had a silver knife, I had no way of killing them without dying in the attempt. One I might be able to handle, but with four of them versus one of me, I’d be ripped to pieces.

“A kitchen,” David echoed, and I wasn’t sure if he meant it as a question or not.

“A kitchen,” I confirmed. “Is there one here?”

“Sure,” Oliver said, pointing at a door on the far side of the room. “The dining room and kitchen are over there. Why?”

There were no clocks in the lodge, but it was dark outside of the window. “For some reason, I don’t think they have delivery out here.”

David’s eyes narrowed. “You can cook?”

“Do you really think my father would let me live in Stanford’s dorms? It’s a co-ed school. I have an apartment near campus. Cook or starve, that’s how it works.” I shook my head. I had no more doubts about why my sister and father had rejected them as suitable candidates. It was a miracle they hadn’t managed to get themselves killed tripping over their own feet.

If I didn’t do something, including feed them, I’d end up dead or worse as a consequence of sharing space with them for too long. All I could do was hope their stupidity wasn’t contagious.

“Go,” David snapped, pointing at the kitchen.

“I don’t know how it’s stocked,” Oliver warned.

“If you don’t have anything in the kitchen, well, I suppose one of you could take the van and go to the grocery store,” I countered, standing. Three versus one didn’t make the odds any better for me, but at least I wouldn’t get eaten by default. “If you don’t mind, I’ll study at the same time.”

The Fenerec exchanged looks. David shrugged. “Whatever.”

I grabbed my briefcase on my way to the kitchen, pausing in the doorway to take in the rustic decor that clashed with the stainless steel stove and appliances. I wasn’t sure how they got hold of such a place, but if the kitchen was any indicator, they had more money than they knew what to do with.

I checked the pantry, and to my relief, it was stocked to feed an army through a siege. I hummed, wincing as my throat ached from the abuse. The freezer and fridge told similar stories, although the milk had expired a week ago and I was pretty certain the cheese hadn’t always been blue-green. Setting my briefcase on the counter, I explored to see what I had to work with.

My father and mother ate meat with every meal, so I raided the freezer for several packs of ground beef, doubled what I thought they’d eat just to be certain, and set it in the sink to thaw. Running cold water over the packages, I headed to the pantry.

If spaghetti didn’t satisfy the werewolves, I was in a lot of trouble. It didn’t take me long to start the sauce. I heard a low whine from the doorway. I whirled around. All four Fenerec crowded the doorway to watch me.

“If you’re going to hover, at least sit at the table,” I said, pulling out a frying pan.

Meatballs took extra work, but I needed them for my plan to work. They also served a second purpose; if I didn’t keep myself busy while they watched me, they wouldn’t be the only ones fidgeting. I relaxed when they obeyed, settling down to wait. The kitchen had a counter that separated it from the dining room, providing a barricade between them and me.

If the eggs were rotten, I was in trouble. If I wanted to drug them with my medication without killing myself in the process, I needed the meatballs. My hands trembled as I checked the package. Relief made me weak in the knees. They were still good for a couple of days.

While I worked, they watched me. When I ran out of things to do, I emptied out most of my briefcase, stacking my books and notes so I could study while waiting for dinner to cook. I leaned against the counter, ignoring the Fenerec.

At the bottom of my briefcase was my salvation, if I could use them without them noticing what I was up to. My overprotective father had insisted I see a doctor while at Stanford. At my visit two weeks ago, she had prescribed sleeping pills strong enough to knock out a horse.

With enough garlic and a bit of chili pepper, they wouldn’t notice the bitter flavor the pills added. All I had to do was make certain they ate enough to fall asleep and that I ate as little as possible. If I dosed the meatballs, I could avoid them and only ingest the residue that seeped from the meat to the sauce.

One stolen van later, and I’d be able to get as far from the Fenerec as possible.

My backup plan involved stabbing them with my silver knife until they stopped moving, but the thought of killing them left my stomach churning, as did the unlikelihood of me successfully pulling off such a stunt. I would try, but only if I had to. At least knocking them out was fair play; I wasn’t strong enough to strangle them like David had done to me, so I would cheat.

I settled on Business Economics as my reading of choice, spinning my pen between my fingers as I read about investment strategies for small and mid-sized businesses. When my cell rang in the other room, I looked up. Oliver rose, hurrying to the other room. He brought the phone in by the third ring.

“It’s Mr. Desmond,” Oliver announced.

“Let it go to voice mail,” David replied.

The Fenerec watched the phone as though it were a rattler poised to strike.

“He’ll keep calling until someone answers,” I informed them, turning my attention back to my reading. True to my warning, not half a minute after my phone stopped ringing, it rang again. I kept my mouth shut.

David ignored the call four more times before he grabbed my phone and answered it. “What?” he snapped.

I turned my back to him, bowed my head, and sighed. I didn’t need a Fenerec’s enhanced hearing to make out my father’s rumbling growls. Grabbing the granite mortar and pestle, I set it up so I could pound garlic cloves and chili peppers for the meatballs and the sauce. While all four Fenerec were focused on my phone, I reached into my briefcase, grabbed the pill bottle, and slipped it into my skirt’s pocket.

“She’s alive,” David said. “We told you what to do, Mr. Desmond.”

I had to admire the young Fenerec in a way; few were willing to stand up to my father. It probably wouldn’t end well for David, but that wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t asked to be kidnapped.

“We sent a photograph of her. That’s proof enough we have her.”

Since I couldn’t pound at spices while David was talking to my father, I returned to my books, watching the four Fenerec through my lashes. Oliver stared at the tabletop while the other two gawked at David, their faces pale.

“No, you can’t talk to her. Put the third party on the line. If she talks to anyone, it’ll be them and only them. And don’t think you can trick me; I’ll hear every last word. You’ll get her back. The only question is how many pieces she’ll be in.”

I had to give David credit. As far as threats went, dismemberment was a pretty good one. I shivered. If my plan to dine and dash didn’t work, I’d be in a lot of trouble.

“Fine. I’ll wait.” David drummed his fingers on the table. The minutes dragged on. I wished I could hear the other half of the conversation. It’d give me a better idea of whether or not I had a limited lifespan. Straightening, David’s gaze flicked to mine. I jerked, lowering my head and eyes. “Very well. As I told Mr. Desmond, if I hear anyone else on your end of the line, I’ll send her back to you in pieces. Understood?”

Whatever was said must have satisfied David, because he held the phone out to Oliver, who took it and passed it to me.

There were three ways I answered the phone; if I was in a good mood and liked the caller, I said my first name. If the call was about business, I used my father’s method of answering with my last name. Finally, if I was pissed, I cursed. I wanted to spew profanities, but I settled with a clipped, “Desmond.”

“You sound like you swallowed a toad and it died in your throat.” It took me a moment to recognize Richard Murphy’s deep voice.

I tightened my grip on my cell, tempted to throw the device across the room. I clenched my teeth. “My father must have had to scrape the bottom of the barrel if you’re the best he could do.”

“Is that any way to treat your rescuer?” The amusement in Richard’s voice stoked my fury.

“Rescuer? Don’t you mean liability?”

“Isn’t that a bit harsh, Miss Desmond?”

I snorted, turning my back to the Fenerec so I could lean against the counter. “Are you satisfied?”

“No. I want to know if the photo they sent is authentic.”

“I haven’t seen it,” I replied, shrugging. “Probably.”

David echoed the growls on the other end of the line.

“Your father wants to know if those four boys touched you,” Richard said.

I shivered. “They haven’t.”

“He wants you to do what they want. He’ll see you in the morning.”

David yanked the phone out of my hands. “You’ve heard her voice. Do your part of the deal. Any tricks, and while you’ll see her in the morning, the only place you’ll be taking her is a cemetery.”

The Fenerec hung up. He grabbed hold of my chin, pulling me closer to him. “How did he know there were four of us?”

I swallowed and remained silent. Narrowing his eyes, David let go of me, pocketed my cell, and returned to the table without another word.

My hope of making it to morning alive crumbled to dust. My father wasn’t the type of person to sit idle and do nothing. The Fenerec knew it. I knew it. The longer I remained alive lessened their chances of survival.

In the course of an afternoon, my life had turned into a bad action flick. Maybe in the movies the hostage managed to escape, but in reality, kidnappings too often ended with a corpse—the victim’s corpse. Judging by the way the three other Fenerec whined and refused to look at me, I suspected they realized it as well.

I ground up the entire bottle of pills. If it didn’t work, it didn’t matter.

Either way, I was as good as dead.
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Taste-testing drugged food did a number on my nerves. My hands shook. When the Fenerec noticed, I blamed it on a lack of sleep, laughing weakly over my upcoming exams. I hid my lie behind a shield of truth.

Teenage Fenerec weren’t much different than teenage humans; they understood the ongoing battery of tests. That each of my tests took several hours evoked sympathy, and I took advantage of it.

I tried just enough of the sauce and meatballs to feel the medication dull the edge of my anxiety, which made it easier to relax but harder to concentrate on what I needed to do. I couldn’t taste the pills through the overwhelming spices and the chili peppers. I served the Fenerec first before dishing out a plate for myself.

I meant to eat at the counter, but David pointed at one of the empty chairs. Swallowing, I obeyed, spinning my fork in the pasta.

The Fenerec watched me until I swallowed a mouthful. The numbing side effects of the sleeping pills kicked in fast—far faster than they did when I took them at night. I fought the urge to yawn.

Hungry Fenerec ate a lot and ate fast. I stared at them, my mouth hanging open as I watched them. They only paused to gulp down water and breaths of air while inhaling their food. The meatballs, which had taken me an hour to make, were gone in less than five minutes.

As the minutes stretched by and lethargy settled over me, I worried that the drugs wouldn’t work on Fenerec. The sharp edge of my fear kept me awake.

David yawned first, pushing back from the table to stretch his arms over his head. The other Fenerec joined him. “That was good. Let’s go watch a movie,” he said, staggering to his feet.

Sleepy affirmations answered him. I stood, forcing a smile. “I’ll just clean up in here and finish my studying, if you don’t mind.”

“Whatever,” David mumbled.

Moving helped keep me awake. I dumped the leftovers into the trash along with the empty pill bottle. The pots, pans, and dishes went into the dishwasher, which I started. I packed up my briefcase, waited for five minutes, and poked my head into the main room.

The Fenerec were sprawled on the couch, snoring. For a brief moment, I was tempted to pull out my silver knife and slit their throats. Stooping to their level wouldn’t help me. And anyway, if I had overestimated a Fenerec’s resistance to drugs, I had dosed the meatballs with enough to kill them several times over.

I’d already done enough damage.

It was risky, but I crept to David. I let out a relieved sigh. He’d left my cell on the armrest of the couch. Grabbing it, I stuffed it in my pocket and headed for the door, snatching up van’s keys as I went. I cracked open the door. Snow swirled into the lodge, blowing around my feet. The chill revived me enough to brave the outdoors, careful to lock the lodge behind me. My hands shook as I fought with the keys.

The engine protested the cold, stuttering out my first few tries to start it. Finally, it rumbled to life. I drew a deep breath to steady my nerves, put the van in reverse, and backed it away from the lodge. With so much snow falling, all I had to guide me was the flat patches of white I hoped hid the road.

Until I managed to put some distance between me and the sleeping Fenerec, I didn’t dare stop and hole up, even if it meant I risked driving the van off the road.
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My vision blurred, but I kept driving. I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles were whiter than the snow illuminated by the van’s headlights. My tactic of driving where the snow was flat and smooth worked—for the most part. I had no idea where the road was going or which direction I was headed, but I didn’t care.

All I needed to do was get away. Once I was safe, I could call my father and mother for a ride.

When the road intersected a larger one, one with a guardrail, I was so relieved my eyes watered and burned. I put the van into park, drawing slow and deep breaths until I smothered my urge to break out into tears. No matter which way I went, a road large enough to warrant a guardrail would take me somewhere. All I needed to do was keep driving without running off the road or crashing into something.

It would have been a lot smarter to hole up somewhere and sleep off my medication instead of fighting it. My head nodded, and I had to dig my nails into the fleshy bit of my thumb to remain awake. I was going to have to stop; I couldn’t continue to drive while drugged for much longer.

My fear of the Fenerec changing into wolves and following me spurred me into putting the van in gear. Since it didn’t matter which way I went, I turned left. With luck, the wind and snow would erase my tracks.

After a harrowing series of hairpin turns that twisted up over the mountains, the road joined with I-90. It was a little after midnight, and in a numb daze, I headed eastbound.
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The van rolled down a hill and crunched to a halt. I couldn’t tell what I had banged my head against, but it hurt. To add insult to injury, my nose was bleeding, I’d smashed the van’s headlights out, and the engine sputtered before dying.

The clock, which by some miracle still worked, informed me it was six in the morning. It was still snowing, but the sky lightened with the first hint of dawn. The windshield was smashed, letting in frigid air.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid,” I mumbled, reaching for the seatbelt buckle. It took me several tries to unlatch it. The door creaked its protest as I forced it open. The cold air and the falling snow woke me up a little, though they didn’t do anything for the stabbing pain in my head.

It took my eyes time to adjust to the darkness. When I could make out my surroundings, I realized the road was at least twenty feet above me. I leaned against the van, staring at the skid marks where I’d gone over the ledge, cringing at where the van had flipped before coming to a stop. It was a miracle that it had landed on its tires instead of on its side or the roof. I couldn’t have been driving fast when the van went over, or I would have ended up farther down the slope. As it was, trees obscured my view of the road above.

The idea of my having escaped four Fenerec only to crash the van made a giggle bubble out of me. I had no idea where I was, but I had somehow managed to drive for at least five hours before wrecking. I was still laughing when my cell rang. Startled, I reached into my pocket, drawing a blank on how it had gotten there.

I didn’t recognize the number. With shaking hands, I swiped my finger across the screen.

“I came alone as you ordered, but you’re not here,” Richard snarled in my ear. “If you’ve hurt her…”

The threat in the Alpha’s voice should have worried me, but under the influence of my sleeping pills, I couldn’t quite bring myself to care if he was pissed or not. Another giggle worked its way out of me. “No,” I blurted. “Not hurt. Much.”

I was slurring like a drunk, which only made me laugh harder.

“Miss Desmond, are you drunk?” Richard asked, his tone incredulous.

It took me a moment to remember the name of my sleeping pills. “To…Ah—no, that’s not right. Tra—Trad—Traz—Trazodone.”

“Trazodone?”

I slid into the snow, wondering if I needed to be alarmed that the cold wasn’t bothering my bare legs. My skirt wasn’t doing a whole lot to protect me from the weather. “Trazodone.”

“What exactly is Trazodone?”

“Sleep.”

“Miss Desmond, you aren’t making any sense.”

I huffed and hung up on him before I realized it was a mistake. “Oops,” I slurred, banging the back of my head against the van. It hurt. My phone rang after a few minutes, and it took me several tries to answer it. “Hi.”

“How much did you have?” Richard demanded, his tone sharp.

Pride at my stunt and my survival thus far leaked into my voice. “Bottle.”

“You ate the whole bottle?”

I snorted. “No, you stupid fuzzy-faced baboon. They did. Just a little. Fine.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “They? You fed the Fenerec your sleeping pills?”

Giggling at the reminder of having outsmarted them, I murmured something I hoped he took as an affirmative.

“How much did you have?”

“Dunno. Had some dinner too. They were watching.”

Richard sighed. “Are they nearby?”

“No.”

“Okay, good. Where are you?”

“Dunno.”

“That’s not helpful, Miss Desmond.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine. Describe where you’re at.”

“Hard,” I confessed.

“Why is it hard?”

I shivered, biting my lip as I turned my head to take in the wreckage. Once my father found out I’d crashed a van that wasn’t mine, he was going to kill me. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry; tell me why you can’t describe where you’re at,” he snapped.

Tears blurred my vision and I hiccuped. “I crashed the van.”

Richard was silent for a long moment. “You crashed a van.”

“Uh huh.”

“Are you still in the mountains?”

“I think so.”

“Can you see the road?”

“Sort of.”

Either Richard had the patience of a saint or he had muted his phone to curse, because his voice was calm and collected when he asked, “How far are you from the road?”

“Twenty feet, maybe. It’s above. Twenty feet above.”

“Okay. Do you remember which roads you took?”

“No.” I paused. “Yes.”

Richard sighed. “Which roads, Miss Desmond?”

I scrunched my nose as I thought about it. Fragmented bits of memory taunted me. “I-90 east to…”

“To where?”

“Lester?” I frowned. “I think there was a sign for Lester.”

“Just sit tight, Miss Desmond. There’s only one road to Lester, and it’s not far from here,” Richard said before hanging up on me. I glared at my phone. In my frustration, I threw it down into the snow, forcing me to dig around to find the damned thing again.

Why did every last Fenerec I meet have to boss me around? I spat curses until my teeth chattered too much for me to say anything at all.
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I wasn’t good at following directions.

Sitting tight wouldn’t keep me warm, and with the van’s windows busted, staying with the vehicle wouldn’t do me any good. I found a jacket in the back that was too big for me. It came down to my knees. Moving helped, but the cold settled into my bones until it hurt to walk.

The bank leading up to the road proved problematic. While there were trees, the trunks were too big for me to get a good hold on them. The underbrush crumbled under my weight, sending me rolling back down the slope to the wrecked van.

After thirty minutes, I was fairly certain my memory had failed me and I had either hallucinated seeing a sign for Lester, though it was possible I had seen it and kept on driving. I lost track of how many attempts it took me to reach the top, but when I did, I was gasping for breath.

The only sign of my crash was a gap in the guardrail. The road twisted around cliffs, so narrow two cars would have trouble passing each other. I sat on one of the wooden posts, rubbing my hands together to warm them. I pulled out my phone, wrinkling my nose at the low-battery indicator.

If I tried to make a call, I doubted it’d survive long enough for any sort of conversation. With sunrise, the temperature went up and it stopped snowing, leaving me to wait in a slushy mess.

Whatever road I was on, it was in the middle of nowhere. When I heard the purr of an engine, I thought I was hallucinating. I squinted at the pink Porsche, not certain if it was real. Richard stepped out of the car, circling around the front to crouch in front of me.

“Well, you did find a sign for Lester,” he announced, pointing down the road. “You would’ve made the airfield if you had gone for ten more minutes. Where’s the van?”

I pointed down the hill at the wreckage. Taking off his jacket, he draped it over my shoulders before peering down into the ravine.

“Are you aware you have a cut on your forehead and you have blood all over your chin?” Richard asked, turning to me.

When I didn’t say anything, he sighed. “Did you leave anything in the van?”

I shook my head. In my rush to make my escape, I had left my briefcase with the Fenerec.

“Then there’s no reason for us to hang around here,” Richard announced. He opened the passenger side door. I judged the distance wearily, wondering where I was going to find the will to get up and take the three or four steps to the Porsche. Before I could protest, Richard slipped his arms under my back and knees, picking me up as though I weighed nothing.

I did manage to belt in without his help. Richard hesitated before he closed the door and circled around the car, watching me as he pulled a phone from his pocket. He dialed and put the cell to his ear. The low rumble of his voice conspired with the lingering effects of my medication to lull me to sleep.
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I slept all the way back to Seattle. Richard detoured to a cafe to ply me with coffee. Rubbing at my bleary eyes, I blinked at the dark leather interior of his Porsche. It took me several minutes to remember how I had gotten into Richard’s car.

“I was going to take you to the hospital, but your mother thought it would be wise to bring you home first,” he said, driving his car along the tree-lined streets leading to my father’s house. “Apparently, she called your doctor in California to find out how much it’d take to overdose on your pills and what the symptoms were. You’ll probably be fine, seeing as you were conscious and reasonably coherent.”

I sipped at my coffee, making a noncommittal noise. It tasted terrible. Richard was blasting the heat, and it was doing a good job of keeping me more than half asleep. After a moment of thought, I sacrificed what little I had left of my pride and muttered, “Thanks.”

He chuckled. “For what? You did the hard work, Miss Desmond.”

“Only dated, uptight assholes call me that,” I said, looking out the window. “Nicolina. I’ll warn you now, if you call me Nicky, I will leave scorpions in your shoes.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. If we’re on a first-name basis, then it’s only fair if you call me Richard.”

“And what nicknames do overbearing Alpha Fenerec dislike being called?”

“Anything other than Richard,” he replied, arching a brow at me.

“So Dicky is out?”

“How about I start calling you Princess Cupcake,” he countered.

I shuddered. “Moron.”

“Smartass.”

Snorting, I shook my head. “Lilac.”

“Lilac? What the hell sort of nickname is Lilac?”

“As if Princess Cupcake is any better.”

“And what makes you think Lilac suits me?”

“Let me count the ways.” I snickered, pointing at the dashboard of his Porsche. “Here’s two to start: your car and your tie.”

“You’re such a bitch.”

While I was aware that being called a bitch by a Fenerec was a compliment, I bristled. “Yeah, well, don’t let my sister catch you flirting. She’s the one who wants to be the trophy wife of a testosterone-poisoned man.”

“You’re pretty stupid for a Stanford student,” he murmured. Several blocks from the house, he pulled over, grinning smugly at me.

“Did they even have universities when you were growing up or were you a direct import from the Stone Age?”

“I’m not that old,” Richard muttered.

“Father really must be scraping at the bottom of the barrel if he’s resorting to introducing us to antiques.”

Snorting, Richard reached over and poked me in the arm. “Actually, I came to do some business with Mr. Desmond, although I will admit I do have a younger brother. He’s as Normal as it gets, twenty-one, and not interested in any of the pack’s bitches.”

“If he’s the eligible bachelor, then why isn’t he here?”

“Exams,” Richard replied while smirking at me.

The reminder of the exams I couldn’t study for both irritated and depressed me. In my effort to hide the fact his comment had gotten under my skin, I snapped my fingers and pointed at Richard. “Ah-ha! I’ve figured it out. You’re already married. That’s why you have a pink car and wear pink ties. You’re whipped.”

Shaking his head and putting his car back into gear, he headed towards the house. “Fortunately for you, I’m an eligible bachelor as well.”

“Fortunately?” I narrowed my eyes at him.

When he smiled, I scowled, considering which insults in my arsenal to use on him.

“Perhaps unfortunately for you is a better way to put it. Maybe I like women with backbone.”

“Were you complimenting my spine or my ass?” I demanded, cracking my knuckles one by one.

“What if I answered both?”

“Pervert. Need I remind you that I’m underage?”

“However will I survive? And you won’t be—not forever.” He wagged his eyebrows at me.

In the five minutes it took Richard to reach the house, I had exhausted my supply of curses, leaving me to scramble for more insults. He parked the car, cocking his head at me. “You like me.”

I spluttered. “What do you mean by that?”

“If you didn’t, why would you spend so much effort on your insults? And here I thought you were among the rare women on Earth uninterested in anyone—at least, that’s the case if Mr. Desmond is to be believed. Interesting.”

“Well, don’t you have quite the ego, Mr. Murphy.”

He smirked, parking the car. Leaning towards me, he whispered in my ear, “Just be glad I’m not a traditional antique, or I’d be within my rights to ask for a reward for your rescue, Princess Cupcake.”

I flushed at the feel of his breath on my neck. “You’ll regret that.”

He pulled away, grinning at me. “I look forward to seeing how a young lady such as yourself might make me regret anything.”

“I’ll find a way,” I swore. “And maybe I’m not eligible. That’d put a kink in your tail, now wouldn’t it?”

“The college boys that don’t go running when they realize you’re not even sixteen yet are probably scared off by the fact you’re younger and smarter than they are. You’re single.”

The truth stung, and in my determination to hold my own, I blurted, “So what’s wrong with you, then? You’re good looking and rich. You probably have women throwing themselves all over you. Why aren’t you taken?” Unbuckling my seatbelt, I reached for the door, pausing to stick my tongue out at him. “It’s obviously because of your charming personality.”

After living all of my life with Fenerec parents, I knew how fast they could move, yet it still took me by surprise when Richard managed to get out and circle to my side of the car before my feet touched the ground. Like he had on the road, he picked me up.

I squeaked. “Put me down!”

“I think not,” he replied, kicking the car door closed. “Don’t you think you have enough cuts and bruises for one day? If I put you down, you’ll trip over your own feet and eat gravel. I can’t allow that to happen, now can I? You really should eat more; you’re far too light. Obviously Princess Cupcake is an unsuitable name. Perhaps a comparison to a beanstalk is more appropriate. No, that’s not right. You’re far too short. Princess Midget of the Rail Kingdom, for you are skinny and should eat a few more cupcakes.”

“I’ll kill you,” I hissed.

My threat made him smile. “I look forward to watching you try.”


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.




The Scent of Guilt immediately follows Hunted.
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The fires of hell burned in Nicolina Desmond’s eyes as I held her in my arms. My wolf rejoiced in the challenge of her glare, her hoarse threats as she struggled to break free, and the way she promised me a lifetime of misery if I didn’t put her down right that second.

“I’ll kill you,” she hissed at me, pounding at my shoulder with her fist. Compared to mine, her hands were delicate and fragile, but she didn’t let that stop her from trying her best to pummel me. Her blows lacked strength and weakened with each strike, which worried me.

My wolf, however, wasn’t concerned. He was too enthralled with her, basking in the heat of her attention, in her hatred, and her primitive desire to hunt. His enjoyment outweighed my doubt until I grinned at the audacity of the little firecracker of a young woman viewing me as prey. Her gaze met mine without fear, further enticing my wolf.

He wasn’t the only one interested. Few men were willing to look me in the eyes. I couldn’t remember the last time a woman had met my gaze for more than a moment. When Nicolina gave me her attention, she did so with firm resolve and murder in her stare.

“I look forward to watching you try,” I murmured, and the thrill of the hunt shivered through me.

Instead of blood and meat, my wolf hunted a mate, and he liked what he saw in the eyes of Desmond’s daughter. She glared at me and hit my shoulder again, catching me alongside my neck. Instead of pulling back to strike out once more, she relaxed, her head nodding forward to rest against my chest. She mumbled a final curse before she quieted altogether.

It’d been the same in my car; she had scolded me then as well, but as soon as I had gotten on the phone with her father, she’d fallen asleep. My wolf’s protective instincts once again woke, as it did when my pack was threatened.

I drew a deep breath to catch her scent, and the stench of other males clinging to her roused other instincts, the violent ones that made Normals flinch away and fear me while my kind watched me with wary regard.

It took several deep inhales to isolate her scent. Like other Fenerec-born Normals, there was a faint hint of cinnamon to her, which was hidden beneath a lilac perfume and a crisper aroma, like that of falling snow.

Her kidnappers reeked of Fenerec and lust, and I wouldn’t forget them, not until I hunted them down and satisfied my wolf’s growing need for justice or revenge—I wasn’t sure which.

Clenching my teeth, I carried Nicolina to the door, jostling her in order to secure my hold on her. She didn’t stir, though her hand fell from my shoulder to hang limp at her side. Unable to free a hand, I sighed and bent down, ringing the doorbell with my nose.

Wendy Desmond’s eyes glowed yellow in the dark as she opened the door to let me in. Like her daughter, she had a faint bronze cast to her tan and the same dark hair. She met my gaze long enough to acknowledge me before she lowered her head, staring at Nicolina.

“Is she…?” Wendy’s voice trembled, and my wolf’s anger surged.

A growl slipped out of me. I coughed and cleared my throat. “She’s just tired.”

I wasn’t sure where my confidence—where my wolf’s confidence—came from. Nicolina was bruised, she was hurt, but she wasn’t broken. No one so damaged could look me in the eyes. Under the yellowed glow of the overhead lights, the bruises circling her throat unmistakably came from a large hand strangling the life out of her, leaving behind the black marks as evidence of his deeds.

I shivered, breathing in the stench of his lust and aggression on the girl my wolf wanted as our mate.

“Where should I put her?” I asked, careful to keep my tone quiet and as gentle as possible, hiding my wolf’s growing fury.

“Her room’s upstairs. Does she need a doctor?” The worry in Wendy’s voice wasn’t just for her daughter’s sake I decided after considering the way she glanced out the window.

With his daughter threatened, it was a miracle Charles Desmond allowed me anywhere near his mate and his puppies. I drew a deep breath, filled my nose with Nicolina’s scent, and held it until my wolf settled down enough for me to speak without growling. “She’s just tired. Where’s Desmond?”

“Hunting,” Desmond’s mate replied, her tone anxious. She growled with each of her breaths.

Maybe Wendy was submissive, maybe she couldn’t look me in the eye, but her wolf seethed beneath her human skin, and if I didn’t take control of the situation—and of her—I’d be alone in the house with two Normal girls with a wolf thirsty for the hunt.

I wouldn’t be able to protect both of her puppies if she ran wild, not while Nicolina was helpless.

“Wendy,” I chided, forcing a hard edge to my tone. She flinched, ducking her head. “Where is her room?”

A shiver ran through the woman’s thin frame before she headed towards the staircase curving up from their living room to spiral to the third floor. I followed in her wake, careful to silence my growls so I wouldn’t antagonize Desmond’s mate.

She came to a halt at a door at the end of the hall, flinching away from the door. “Again? Damn it, Nicolina!”

I sniffed and my eyes widened at the sting of silver’s scent. It took me a moment to realize the source of Wendy’s dismay.

A silver handle, tarnished from age, blocked entry to the room beyond. A bronze doorknob, a match for the others in the house, was lying on the carpet outside of the door. Mrs. Desmond growled, drew in a deep breath, and howled, “Lisa!”

A door opened on the far end of the hall, and Nicolina’s twin poked her head out. “Mother? Ah, Nicolina!”

The girl’s fear smothered even the stench of silver, and through me, my wolf voiced a growl.

“Open Nicolina’s door. She replaced the knob again,” their mother ordered before letting out a gusty sigh. “That girl!”

I backed up, careful not to lose my hold on Nicolina, giving Lisa plenty of space to reach the door without having to come too close to me. She regarded me with narrowed eyes, though she never looked above my chin. Pale and shivering, she padded down the hall, slapped her hand down on the latch as though afraid it would bite her, and retreated well out of my reach.

Pushing open the door with my foot, I froze as I took in Nicolina Desmond’s room. From her straight-laced business attire to the lurid stories of her dressing in rags, the last thing I had expected was something so feminine—or so pink.

At least she had drawn the line at frilly bows, although the chair in front of her oak desk had curled, silvery ribbons dangling from the back of it. Wendy threw back the duvet. While Nicolina didn’t weigh too much, my back creaked in protest as I settled the girl on the bed. When Wendy went to take off Nicolina’s boots, she howled in pain, pulling her hand back.

The glint of silver in the girl’s boot drew my gaze. My wolf delighted in the sight of the weapon, cleverly hidden in a sheath of leather. “Someone’s learned to travel well prepared,” I complimented, narrowing my eyes as I considered how to get her boot off without ending up with a silver burn to match her mother’s.

“Lisa,” Wendy called out, clutching her hand to her chest. I didn’t think the burn wasn’t too severe, but her fingertips had turned black from the metal’s influence.

I had no idea where Nicolina had gotten the weapon, but it was old—old enough to make her mother recoil and instantly tarnish her skin. It was definitely old enough to kill most Fenerec if Nicolina decided to use the business end of it on one of us.

Lisa hesitated at the entry. “What’s wrong?”

“You’re going to have to settle your sister and get her boots off. She’s put silver in them,” her mother grumbled, heading for the door. “Stay with her. Lock yourself in until Richard or your father tell you otherwise.”

My wolf approved of Desmond’s mate and her wisdom.

Lisa bobbed her head, although she didn’t come in until I slipped out of Nicolina’s room. I wanted to growl, voicing my wolf’s frustration at leaving behind the young woman who had captured our attention.

We wanted to stay and guard. Wendy couldn’t; any Fenerec worth his keeping could overpower her without her mate nearby to lend her strength. If she ran wild, if she lost control, neither girl would be safe, not without Desmond around to control her.

What could Lisa do to protect Nicolina? Nothing.

I clacked my teeth until Lisa closed the door and I heard the click of it locking. Voicing my discontent, I stalked Desmond’s mate down the stairs. “Where’s Desmond?” I demanded in order to appease my wolf’s growing displeasure.

“Hunting,” she replied, pulling her cell out of her pocket. She drew long, deep breaths until the yellow gleam in her eyes faded to a more innocent chocolate brown. By the time she dialed and put the phone to her ear, I would’ve doubted her status as a Fenerec bitch if it weren’t for the cinnamon undertones of her scent. “He brought her home,” she said when her mate answered.

“Put him on the phone,” Desmond replied, and I heard the command in his voice.

Wendy held the cell out to me. I took it, careful not to touch her black-stained fingers. The last thing I needed was Desmond hearing his mate cry out when I was the only one with her.

He’d probably kill me and leave nothing more than blood splatter in his wake.

“Murphy,” I answered.

“We hunt,” the Fenerec ordered, and I felt the power of his demand shiver through me. My wolf stilled, bristling that anyone would dare order us to do anything.

I clenched my hand into a fist. “Where?”

“Snoqualmie Pass.”

“I’ll be there in an hour.”

“Take two. It’s snowing here,” Nicolina’s father replied. “Come to where the highway meets the trails.”

When he hung up on me, I handed the phone back to Desmond’s mate and whispered, “I have to go.”

She nodded, staring at the floor. “Hunt well.”
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My wolf wasn’t happy with leaving the Desmond residence. I lost count of the times I had to pull over, resting my forehead against the wheel and taking deep breaths until I could contain my growing need to turn around and stalk after the girl who had the misfortune of catching my wolf’s attention. It didn’t matter that the moon was set and not even half-full; he didn’t want to go, and he fought me.

My personal desire to stoke the fire in Nicolina’s eyes wasn’t helping me win the battle. I wanted to be there when she woke and find out how far she’d go to live up to her threat. I wanted to thwart her, just so I could see the flash in her eyes, her attention focused on me and me alone.

Only the memory of Desmond’s voice, ordering me to hunt with him, gave me the will to put my Porsche into gear and head up into the mountains, far from where I wanted to be, guarding the girl that so interested me and my wolf.

Instead of heading to Snoqualmie as I had been ordered, I headed south before turning east, driving through Lester to the pass where Nicolina had crashed the van. True to Desmond’s warning, it was snowing heavily by the time I found the spot and parked alongside the ruined guardrail. Snow blanketed the wreck below. I slid down the bank, coming to a halt next to the door.

When I poked my head inside, my wolf honed in on the scent of Nicolina’s fear. The sharp, metallic stench of blood accompanied it. I hopped in, flaring my nostrils as I breathed in deeply.

Four Fenerec males had occupied the space, and one of them had been aroused, his need so strong it almost overwhelmed the other scents in the van. I growled, balled my hand into a fist, and slammed it into the van’s siding. The metal and plastic bowed under the force of my blow.

Perhaps the other three puppies I would forgive, as their scents were tainted with their fear and uncertainty, but the one who had found pleasure in Nicolina’s fear wouldn’t escape me or my wolf. Even if I were inclined to allow him to live, I doubted the wild side of me, the one entangled with the whims of the moon, would consider anything other than blood and violence.

Maybe the young human woman wasn’t my mate yet, but I’d destroy the one who had left so many bruises on her. I snarled, and restraining my urge to strike out a second time, I jumped out of the van and climbed back to the road. My Porsche’s engine rumbled complaints over the cold and wet, and I drove far slower than I could have.

If I ran my car off the road, I wouldn’t be able to hunt the Fenerec who had grabbed Desmond’s daughter right out from under his nose.

I was half an hour late meeting Desmond. Like most Fenerec, age passed him by, leaving him as a man in his prime. I always pegged him to look around twenty-eight; there was a harder edge to him that made him look older than I did by a few years. He crossed his arms over his chest as I got out of my car, careful to close the door gently.

Upsetting the other Fenerec, who could likely flatten me if he wanted, wouldn’t let me sink my teeth into my prey. “I apologize for being late,” I said, barely able to force my voice above a whisper.

I focused my attention on the snow falling around Desmond’s legs.

“What delayed you?”

“I took the long way,” I replied, wondering how much I should tell Nicolina’s father about what I had found. Swallowing, I decided it was better to be upfront and honest; if he caught even a hint of a lie from me, I’d end up like the others who crossed his path. “I returned to the van Nicolina had crashed.”

“What did you find?” the Fenerec growled, his voice turning as deep as mine.

“Blood. Fear. There were four of them. Three were… subdued,” I replied, daring to take a step forward. Desmond didn’t move, so I shuffled closer. When I was within his reach, I halted.

He lifted my chin and forced me to look him in his yellowed eyes. “And the other?”

The anger in his voice stirred my wolf’s ire. Heat spread across my cheeks and down my neck as I trembled. “Lust.”

“And my puppy?”

“Sleeping,” I whispered, lowering my gaze to Desmond’s chin. “Safe with her sister at her side. Your mate guards them.”

I didn’t tell him that I had guarded them from his mate; if he couldn’t scent Wendy’s rage on me, I wasn’t going to remind him that his bitch had a volatile side capable of harming their daughters.

Desmond’s fingers slid around to the back of my neck and up through my hair. With light pressure, he pulled me to him. I shivered and kept still, my wolf as tense as I was while we waited. I’d seen the fury in the Fenerec’s eyes, but when he sighed, the rage building in me was snuffed out.

My wolf warbled a complaint, which I voiced as a whine.

“We’ll hunt them soon,” he assured me, his tone calm and lacking any evidence of the anger I knew had to be boiling within him. “I require you to serve, Richard. I will hunt as the wolf. You will hunt as the human. You must speak with them.”

Defying Desmond was foolish, but I couldn’t let it lie, no matter how much the other Alpha cowed my wolf. “The one dies,” I snarled, flexing my hands as I considered whether or not I could break free of Desmond’s hold on me.

“The one who thought he could violate my daughter’s choice of mate dies,” he confirmed, his tone firm. “Those who carry the scent of guilt will learn their lesson well this day. The others rot.”

I relaxed as my wolf rejoiced in Desmond’s edict.

“You are certain they did not touch her against her wishes?” he demanded, his tone sharp.

When I breathed in deeply of Desmond’s scent, all I could sense was his fury, which joined with my wolf’s. It wasn’t a Fenerec’s way, and the idea that one of our kind would even try to force himself on the young woman broke my calm.

Desmond’s grip tightened on me. “Did they touch her?”

“No,” I growled. My wolf wanted to break free and hunt, and my skin crawled with the need to change and embrace our nature, to feel the snow crunch beneath our paws as we stalked the one who had smelled of lust.

“Richard,” Desmond rebuked. “I will be the wolf. You will be the human.”

I bristled at the order, but like trying to climb up an icy hill, I couldn’t find purchase to defy his demand. My wolf howled, and I echoed him in a growl, but the shivering sensation of impending change faded. My wolf writhed beneath my thin, human skin, unable to break free of Desmond’s control.

When Desmond stood firm, the sound I made was a mix of a whine and a warble, and then I sighed my acceptance of defeat.

The hunt belonged to Desmond, no matter how much my wolf and I wanted to carve out justice from the Fenerec’s hides. “They didn’t touch her,” I confirmed when I could speak without growling. “The one wanted to, but he didn’t.”

“Describe his scent,” Desmond ordered.

I shook my head. “I can’t. Too many, too subtle.”

“Will you know him when you smell him?”

There was no way my wolf would allow me to forget, but Desmond didn’t need to know that. I nodded, closed my eyes, and leaned against him.

For my pack, I was the one they leaned on when their wolf grew too much to control and rein in. Desmond, outside of my pack, outside of the strict hierarchy, gave my wolf—and me—a chance to breathe without the worry of the wildness creeping in again. He waited, silent and patient, as good hunters did.

He gave my shoulder a companionable pat. “You are the judge and the jury. I am the executioner. Let us hunt, Pup.”

I straightened and rolled my shoulders, and the chill of the mountain air and the fresh snow filled my lungs. “Let’s hunt,” I agreed, cracking my knuckles in anticipation of tracking down those who thought they could escape pack justice.
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In the trunk of my Porsche, I kept a thick leather pad in case I might have a three-hundred pound wolf riding in the car with me. It took a few minutes to latch it into place to spare my interior from Desmond’s claws. By the time I finished, he had transformed.

While the fires of hell lit Nicolina’s eyes, it burned in her father’s fur. His undercoat was as white as snow and frosted with cinnamon-red. The tips of his nose and tail were black, as were his paws, as though he splashed through dark paint moments before. He sat beside the car, watching me with his bright yellow eyes. I left the door open for him, sitting behind the wheel to fiddle with my car’s in-dash navigation system.

“I can tell you where they aren’t,” I said, pulling up the map where Nicolina had crashed the van.

My car rocked as Desmond hopped onto the seat. He put his ears back, his gaze fixed on the screen.

I pointed at the switchbacking curves leading to Lester. “I found her here, about ten minutes from the airfield. She had rolled the van about twenty feet off the road. She got lucky; had she gone through the rail any farther up in the hills, I don’t think she would’ve walked away. It’s a miracle she survived. That van flipped at least once.”

It was an understatement, and judging from the way Desmond bared his fangs, he knew it.

My wolf didn’t like how close to death Desmond’s daughter had come. It’d been luck and luck alone that had spared her from being crushed or colliding with a tree instead of rolling to a halt. When I didn’t speak, Desmond closed his teeth around my wrist in rebuke. I flushed and bowed my head. He let me go. “She came by I-90 eastbound, which means they were somewhere up in the pass area. She was disoriented, but she was able to find the road towards Lester. There’s only two or three places I can think of where someone could potentially drive in circles for a few hours.”

I brought up the map of the resort area surrounding Snoqualmie near Lake Lila. “There are some lodges up here, but only a few are remote enough a Fenerec pack might consider using them as a retreat. While it’s possible that they broke into a vacated lodge, I don’t think they’re that stupid.”

Desmond growled his disagreement.

“I didn’t say they weren’t stupid, just that they weren’t that stupid. Remember their demand? They either wanted a lot of cash or they wanted Lisa.” I fought my desire to growl with Desmond at the memory of the young Fenerec’s lust. “Maybe the winter season hasn’t started quite yet, but the one wanted to mate. If he were mine…”

If the pup were mine, I’d run him over coals, and if he were unlucky enough to survive the experience, I’d do it again until he learned once and for all that a bitch’s choice of mate was sacred. It wasn’t a lesson I—or anyone else—should have needed to teach him and his wolf.

My wolf had plenty of mating lust for the both of us, but we wouldn’t—couldn’t—act on it until the one we desired accepted us. That’s how it was supposed to be.

After the Fenerec paid for their crimes, I’d worry about how to deal with our interest in Nicolina Desmond. I exhaled, clacking my teeth as I tapped on the screen to magnify the map of the lodges surrounding Lake Lila. There were five off the beaten path but still accessible by car. Of them, two were straight runs to the main road, leaving three access roads that linked together and circled the lake, providing plenty of places for a confused, drugged girl to get turned around.

One of them was nestled higher up the mountain, deeper within the woods.

If I had been seeking a winter hunting grounds for my pack, it’d be ideal; it was away from Snoqualmie’s trail, away from humans who might become prey. However, it was close enough to the tourist attractions so young, amorous wolves might seek human, Normal mates.

My second choice was almost as good, and worth pursuing. I pointed at each in turn. “This one or this one. They’re both ideal for young wolves adapting to the winter rut. Plenty of space, plenty of women.”

Desmond flattened his ears back and bared his fangs at me.

While I didn’t dare meet his gaze, I snorted at him. “What do you expect, Desmond? They’re young and it won’t be long until the full moon. If his wolf’s running wild, he wants his mate now, now when he can prepare her for the full moon and make sure she remains his forever. If he’s desperate enough to kidnap one of your puppies, he’s desperate enough to try to force the ritual.”

Without Desmond beside me snarling his rebuke, I would have embraced my wolf then and there, so I might hunt them down and rip them limb from limb. He rested his head on my knee, quieting and relaxing, his ears perking forward. Once again, my rage abated as Desmond once again exerted his control over me. My muscles relaxed and I slumped in my seat. As my head dropped, Desmond lifted his muzzle, seized my chin in his teeth, and nipped just enough for me to feel the prick of his fangs without breaking through the skin.

My wolf settled at the firm but fond rebuke.

In Yellowknife, my pack would have joined forces with me and we, as one, would have dealt with the rogue. In Seattle, Desmond ruled.

I sighed. Desmond shoved his nose against my neck. The fur of one of the world’s most dangerous Fenerec shouldn’t have been so soft or warm. When I was confident I was once again the one in control of my wolf, I lifted my arm and buried my fingers into Desmond’s fur.

“Time’s wasting,” I said, regretting having to get up, close the passenger door of the car, and venture out onto the snowy roads.

For the moment, my wolf slept, and I wondered if the tranquility of Desmond’s influence was what it was like to be human.
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Without my wolf’s bloodlust clouding my head, I considered my options. Torn between my two destinations, I drove to my second choice lodge first as it was closer.

It was dark and the place had an abandoned feel to it. I unbuckled, turning to Desmond. “Looks quiet, but I’ll check it over anyway.”

If Nicolina had dosed the Fenerec enough to knock them out, it was entirely possible the place would look dark and feel empty. Sleeping wolves didn’t have much of a presence.

Desmond’s wolf-yellow eyes bore into mine, and despite my desire to lower my gaze, he refused to let me. I held my breath while waiting for his verdict. He bared his fangs, his ears turning back, but he nodded once and stayed in my car.

I didn’t make it far before I froze. On the wind, there was a faint hint of cinnamon. I backtracked without turning, my gaze fixed on the door. I went to Desmond’s side and let him out. “I smell wolf,” I snarled.

It didn’t mean it was the right lodge; a Fenerec’s scent often lingered. It could have been the wintering grounds of a pack last year. The two-storied log building was large enough for a small pack—and easily sizable enough for four pups to isolate and attempt to coerce a human female.

Desmond hopped out of my car, his ears flattening. He didn’t snarl, he didn’t growl, but the tension in him warned me to keep my nose clean.

Hunting wolves made no noise.

I took care closing the door in case there was someone inside. Letting Desmond take the lead, I followed, shoving my hands in my pockets and slouching in my effort to force myself to relax.

The hunt belonged to Desmond, no matter how much I wanted to be the one to slaughter the Fenerec.

It wasn’t until I reached the door that I picked up the faint lingering trace of lilac from Nicolina’s perfume. “She was here,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

Desmond stared at the doorknob and waited.

I seized it. It was locked, but that didn’t stop me. Tightening my grip, I called on my wolf and his strength surged through me. Human-crafted metal creaked and twisted under my hold, and with one shove of my shoulder, the door popped open.

Dark curtains blocked out the light. When I stepped inside, smells overwhelmed my nose. I froze and breathed it all in. The sharp tang of arousal smothered most of the other scents, but my wolf hunted with me.

Underneath it all, I pinpointed Nicolina’s cinnamon and lilac, as well as the sharp putrid fumes of her fear and anxiety. Desmond pressed against my legs, pushing me into the room. I stumbled a few steps forward before I came to a halt.

He bumped his head under my hand, and while he was quiet, I felt the vibrations of his low growl.

It didn’t take me long to find the four pups. They were sprawled on the couch in a tangled heap. A shiver ran through me. Any doubts I had were erased by the scents in my nose.

The one who had lusted for Nicolina was in the room with me. Maybe Desmond wouldn’t let me taste his blood, but I’d take satisfaction in securing his death. I narrowed my eyes. There were two ways I hunted: with stealth, and with open, hostile intent.

I unleashed my wolf and together we stalked forward. Maybe Desmond wouldn’t let me have full satisfaction, but until the Fenerec drew his last breath, he’d remember me, and he’d have a taste of the fear and pain he had inflicted on the young woman we wanted as our mate.

Desmond’s glare burned into me, a silent warning to keep myself controlled. I’d obey, but I’d test his dominance over me. Maybe he would strike the final blow, but the rogue puppy was mine.

All four of them reeked of drugs, making it difficult for me to isolate the unique signature of their scents. My wolf’s unease grew as the first two boys weren’t the ones we wanted.

I didn’t need my nose to tell me which one of the Fenerec would die; the black taint of a silver burn marked his face from ear to mouth, streaking across his cheek. Delighting in the evidence of Nicolina’s fight, I eased the other sleeping boy away from my prey so I could straddle him, taking hold of his wrists so if he woke and fought me, he wouldn’t stand a chance.

I’d crush the Fenerec’s spirit before turning him over to Desmond to finish the job. I bowed my head, pressing my teeth to his throat. I growled, biting down.

It took several nips and shakes to rouse him, but when he woke up, the boy’s scent soured with his fear. He cried out and fought me, but I held him firm, lifting my knee and driving it into his gut. I snarled and dug my teeth into his neck until he quieted.

My wolf wanted to tear through the throbbing jugular beneath my tongue. Desmond’s low, warning growl held us at bay. I let go of the Fenerec’s neck. “Rogue,” I hissed.

“I’m not, I’m not, I’m not—”

I raked my teeth down the side of his neck over the throbbing veins and arteries I longed to rip apart. “Silence.”

Shuddering, the Fenerec obeyed. I dug my nails into the boy’s wrist before rising, hoping the pup could see my wolf’s desire for his death reflected in my eyes. I lifted my chin and stared down at the four of them. “You kidnapped a Normal with the intent to coerce or force her—or another—to accept the mating and pack bonds with you,” I accused.

Confronting him left a bitter taste in my mouth. Maybe in time, if he hadn’t let his instincts run wild, he would’ve grown into a challenge, a Fenerec worth fighting for the right to court the girl with fire in her eyes and the will to poison herself if it offered her a chance to escape from her captors.

The three other Fenerec began to stir. Drug-glazed eyes stared at me uncomprehendingly. I snapped my teeth at them, and they jerked as though I had struck them.  Smart wolves would have bowed their heads and whined in the hopes of currying my favor. The three newly awoken did, recoiling from me as though I were a conflagration poised to burn them if they got too close.

The one who had left the bruises on Nicolina’s throat dared to meet my gaze and remained silent.

The judge and jury didn’t serve as the executor. That honor belonged to Desmond. I had to remind myself of it several times to keep my wolf at bay, though my gaze fixed on the boy’s throat and the throb of his pulse.

I drew in a deep breath.

The scent of guilt was sour like a lie, but bitter as well. It reminded me of a festering wound, something that would rot the spirit in time, if it wasn’t absolved, accepted, and forgiven. It hung from the three Fenerec cowering away from me.

All I could smell on the one I wanted to slaughter was defiance and the lingering remnants of his lust. Desmond growled, bumping against my legs.

Of the frightened, guilty Fenerec, little distinguished them, except one had pale hair and blue eyes, unlike the others, who all had brown hair like mine. I pointed at him. “Your name.”

“Oliver,” he whispered.

“Louder,” I snapped.

Flinching away, he lowered his head as though a great weight had settled on top of him. “Oliver,” he repeated, barely loud enough to appease my wolf.

“Why did you grab the girl?” I demanded.

Referring to Nicolina as the girl infuriated my wolf, but I ignored him in favor of the four Fenerec I stood over.

“It was David’s idea,” he whined, pressing back against the couch. “I didn’t want to, man. We just wanted to make that… that bitch to choose.”

I bristled at the inflection on bitch, which was supposed to be used with respect. Instead, I got the feeling he meant to say whore, had thought better of it, and had changed to bitch in a last-ditch effort to keep me from ripping his throat out.

I wanted to, but I kept still, considering his words. “You wanted Miss Lisa.”

“She wouldn’t decide,” Oliver whined.

Once I could restrain my wolf enough to resist killing the Fenerec, I leaned over Oliver, put my finger under his chin, and forced him to look me in the eyes. “Whose idea was it to grab the girl?”

Oliver didn’t reply, but he slipped, glancing over at the one who smelled of arousal instead of guilt and fear.

“Who is your Alpha?” I demanded, straightening and taking a single step back. None of them answered me, and my wolf snarled, which was echoed by Desmond. “Answer.”

“Sanders,” Oliver whispered.

If I wanted to let any of them live, I needed to deal with them before my wolf’s rage burned any hotter. Pack justice demanded death, but they were young, and I knew Sanders. When the Alpha found out what his puppies had done, they’d pay for a long, long time—and he’d probably text me photographs as evidence.

The one wouldn’t leave to face his Alpha, though. I pulled out my cell and scrolled through my contacts. Feigning disinterest, I gestured at the one I planned to watch die to Desmond’s fangs and claws. “What’s your name, pup?”

Silence.

“Oliver, tell me his name,” I ordered, drawing on my wolf.

If Sanders didn’t know something was wrong already, my influence over one of his pack would warn him. I hovered my thumb over the green icon to connect the call.

“David,” he whispered.

I dialed, putting the phone to my ear.

It rang twice before Sanders answered, “Sanders.”

“I have four of your pups here,” I growled, flexing my free hand as I kept them pinned to the couch with my gaze alone. Even the defiant David couldn’t defy me, though I could feel him fighting against my hold of him.

“Who is this?” Sanders demanded.

“Richard Murphy,” I replied, forcing some calm back into my voice so he could recognize me. “Charles Desmond is with me.”

“Desmond’s there?” The alarm in Sanders’s tone appeased my wolf.

“These four thought it would be a good idea to grab his puppy and take her for a ride,” I informed him, marveling at the utter calm of my voice. My wolf savored the way the puppies flinched and whined at my words, even David—especially David.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” the other Alpha breathed. “Is she okay? Which girl?”

“They meant to grab Lisa but took Nicolina instead. One of them strangled her and roughed her up a bit. You own a white van?”

“Yeah, the pack has a white van. Why?”

“It’s in a gully near Lester. You’ll want to have someone come tow it off.”

Sanders snarled in my ear, and I waited out his storm of curses. “Where are you?”

“A lodge in Snoqualmie. The van’s about ten minutes from Lester’s airfield in the middle of some switchbacks heading into the hills. You’ll have to look for the busted guardrail; it’s about twenty feet from the road,” I replied.

“And the pups?”

I drew in a deep breath, held it, and let it out in a sigh. If I gave Desmond the choice—if I gave my wolf the choice—none of the puppies would live to see another day.

But I was an Alpha, and revenge over justice and mercy wasn’t our way. I wanted to feel their blood, but there wasn’t a choice.

The scent of guilt would cling to me as much as it did them if I allowed all four to die for the sins of one. I growled my frustration. “One is guilty. Three are not. The one belongs to Desmond. I will guard the others. You’ll have those back alive—bruised, battered, and with their tails between their legs.”

My word was my bond, and Desmond snapped at me in disapproval. I didn’t dare meet his gaze. If I did, he’d try to overpower me, forcing his will over mine. I couldn’t allow it; I didn’t dare let him win, not this time.

While my wolf was as furious with me as he was with those who had stolen away Nicolina, he understood pack justice. It wouldn’t satisfy me, it wouldn’t satisfy Desmond, but it would meet the demands of our kind and the Inquisition. The guilty died. Accomplices got one strike and one strike alone. They would learn, or they too would die.

There would be death, but it wouldn’t be murder.

“I understand. We have several lodges in Snoqualmie. If you tell me how to get there, I will come for my pups,” Sanders whispered.

I told him the location of the lodge and gave him instructions not to approach if he saw my Porsche parked in the front. After he agreed, I hung up.

I pointed at Oliver and his two friends. “Change,” I demanded, and my wolf snarled with me. I drew on my distant pack, called on their strength, and forced them as they had forced Nicolina, calling on their wolves.

Changing to the wolf was painful when voluntary; it took me ten to fifteen minutes on a bad day, five on a good one. David stared at his pack with wide-eyed horror as they screamed and convulsed as my magic tore at them and forced their wolves out.

Involuntary transformations took a long time, but I didn’t dare turn my gaze away from them to check the time. My will and my wolf were all that was forcing them to embrace their other nature. Until they fully embraced their wolves, they could break free of my hold on them.

I growled with each breath until three gray wolves lay panting on the couch. They whined, their tails tucked between their legs.

“Desmond,” I whispered. Nicolina’s father snarled and snapped at me. “Don’t kill them,” I reminded him, careful to keep my voice gentle and submissive—both for my sake and for the Fenerec we faced.

Desmond was the authority. As he had demanded, I was merely his voice, although I bristled at my role. It was my duty to keep David where he was while his pack was subdued, beaten, and bruised by Nicolina’s father, until they had no fight left in them, and until they endured as they had made her endure.

He took his time, stalking them around the lodge as they scrambled to get away from him. In a few years I’d have an easier time telling them apart; they still had their puppy fur, the dull grays and browns of our natural-born cousins. In a few years, their colors would change, making them unique.

Some wolves took on colorations more like domesticated dogs. Some took on a more unique appearance, such as Desmond’s white fur dusted with red. Like Desmond, I was unique. I favored the arch nemesis of our kind: silver. In the winter, my fur grew in bright and pristine, the sterling white of the metal in its purist form, gleaming in the light. As the seasons shifted, my fur tarnished to black until winter once again turned my coat silver.

Under certain circumstances, I could force my fur to black or silver or the dull shades between, if my wolf was willing. I forced myself to stand still and listen to Desmond’s snarls, the snap of his teeth, and the pained yips of his victims as he cornered them and took his frustrations out on them.

When their blood filled the air, when David whined with them, I cleared my throat. “Desmond.”

A snarl and short bark of warning answered me.

“Desmond,” I hissed, drawing on my pack once more to sting the Fenerec’s pride with my defiance, drawing his attention me from the puppies he tormented.

He stalked in my direction, blood dripping from his jaws, his fangs bared as he prowled closer. I stood firm, and my wolf growled at the Alpha’s approach.

“We gave our word,” I reminded him, careful to avoid meeting his gaze.

He snarled at me, but settled beside me without taking a chunk out of my hide for daring to order him around. Breathing a sigh of relief, I turned my full attention back to David.

I could smell a lot of things on him; the sharp bite of fear, the lingering traces of his lust, and the hot, acrid fume of his anger. If he felt any guilt, he hid it too well for my wolf to detect. Once more, I called on my pack, hoping he recognized what came for him.

“Change,” I ordered.

He fought me as the others hadn’t, and I delighted in holding his gaze with my own and forcing my will over his, breaking his attempts to defy me. I savored the moment his skin paled and the first patches of fur pierced through his flesh. He didn’t scream until the first of his bones snapped and writhed under his skin so he could become his wolf.

In time, he would’ve been a dominant, though he’d never be a match for me. I had won our first—and last—dominance battle, and I didn’t even need to bare my fangs to do so. I had cheated by calling on my pack, but he had preyed on a Normal.

He had hunted the young woman my wolf wanted to mark as ours, and I wasn’t going to lose, not to some ignorant rogue puppy.

Unlike the others, his colors had already come in. His coat was dark and his white patches matched a Rottweiler’s. While he looked young and counted as a puppy in Sanders’s eyes, he was old enough to know better.

He was old enough to be a risk, a predator of other young women, and that alone steeled me for what I had to do. I waited until my wolf settled and the burning edge of the pack magic eased. When I could speak without growling, I said, “He’s yours, Desmond.”

I released David from my influence so he could run. He crashed over the couch in his haste to escape, bolting towards the door. Desmond was on him in two strides and a leap. The two wolves crashed to the floor and rolled.

When chasing the other three pups, Desmond had been ruthless in his calculated motions. There was nothing left of the Alpha but savage beast. I yearned for the young Fenerec to suffer, but that wasn’t how wolves won fights.

Wolves struck to kill and didn’t play with their prey, and Desmond wasted no time in ensuring his victory. When the rogue was pinned on the ground, I braced myself for the worst part. Taking down a Fenerec so he couldn’t fight back was easy.

Making certain he stayed down so he wouldn’t get back up was messy business, but I watched as did the injured wolves cowering in the corner. There were several ways to kill a Fenerec for good. Silver ensured death, given time or enough exposure to old enough metal.

The other way could be done by anyone with enough patience, weapons, or brute strength. While we regenerated, healing far faster than Normals, we died if our bodies were injured too much. Age helped; the older we were, the harder it was to kill us for good.

When Desmond was finished, I pitied those who would have to clean up after him.
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I had no recollection of how I got back to my Porsche or why I was sprawled across Desmond’s lap on the passenger’s side of the car. Someone sat behind the wheel, though with my vision so blurred, I couldn’t tell who. My cell rang, and it was the sound that made me realize I wasn’t fully conscious.

While my Boxster was comfortable, it wasn’t designed to seat three, though I didn’t have enough willpower to protest my discomfort. I did, however, squirm enough to untwist my foot from where it was jammed against the center console.

“Desmond?” I recognized Sanders’s voice, and my wolf’s sleepy grumble of annoyance reminded me that I had warned the other Alpha away. We growled.

Desmond dug in my pocket for my phone.

“It’s from his pack,” Desmond replied before sighing.

When had Desmond changed back to a human? I grumbled something, but considering I had no idea what I was trying to say, the other Fenerec didn’t stand a chance. They ignored me.

I groped for my pack, seeking any signs of trouble. All I felt was a faint echo of worry, far dimmer than what I expected. That bothered me enough to give me strength to struggle.

Desmond held me still with one arm, and I got the feeling he didn’t have to put in any real effort to keep me contained.

“Good afternoon, Richard,” Desmond greeted, and when my phone rang again, he answered, “Desmond.” I heard someone’s voice, shriller than I liked. Nicolina’s father chuckled. “While I am holding your Alpha, he’s not a hostage, I assure you.”

I scowled and started to put the missing bits and pieces together in my effort to make it fit together into something that made some sort of sense. I failed miserably.

“Richard, please calm your Second,” Desmond said, his tone calm and soothing. I grunted and held my hand up for the phone.

When I got it somewhere in the vicinity of my ear, I grumbled a slurred, “Murphy.”

My Second, Frank, was one of the younger members of my pack, though he was as level-headed as the older Fenerec—usually. “Richard?”

I was too tired to react much to the alarm in his voice, which made his tenor particularly shrill. “Yeah.”

It wasn’t the answer he wanted; I could tell by the way he let out a gusty sigh. “What’s going on, Richard? Are you okay?”

I wasn’t actually sure, and with a puzzled frown, I looked up at Desmond. He sighed, shook his head, and took the phone from me. “You’ll need to give him a few minutes, but he’ll be fine. Were any of your pack hurt?”

That alarmed me into trying to sit up, and Sanders reached over, pressing his arm across my chest and forcing me against Desmond. “Easy,” Sanders warned.

“Okay. I’ll let him know and have him call you back.” Desmond hung up. “Your pack is fine, although you made your Second faint, much to his embarrassment.”

When I couldn’t remember anything, I asked, “What happened?”

Sanders eased his arm off of me, and when I kept still he settled back in his seat—my seat. I growled a little at that, and Desmond nipped my neck until I quieted.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” Desmond asked.

“You dealt with that puppy,” I replied.

Sanders sighed. “I never thought they’d do that, Desmond. While they had been upset last year, they hadn’t mentioned anything about their failed courtships after March. I had no idea.”

It was the truth; there was no scent of duplicity about the other Alpha. Desmond waved Sanders off. “The fault is, in part, mine.”

Sanders didn’t argue, but it looked like he wanted to.

“What happened?” I demanded, and my wolf stirred, though he remained quiet and subdued.

“I’ll tell him,” Sanders offered.

Desmond grunted his approval.

“First, thank you for guarding my puppies. They’re not bad kids, but they’re young.” He paused, sighing. “Once Desmond killed David, he turned on the other three. You got in the way. You challenged him to keep him away from my puppies, and you won—mostly. He tanned your hide, though. When I got there, he had your throat in his teeth and was growling. You were out cold on the floor. It took me about an hour to talk him down. You’ve lost some blood, but his bites have already closed up.”

Shaking his head, the dark-haired Fenerec relaxed into the leather seat, stretching his legs out. “You called on your pack to withstand him and buy me time to get here. I saw your Porsche, but decided you might need a hand.”

“I challenged you?” I asked Desmond, and when I tried to pull away from him, he tightened his hold on me.

“Smart wolves change before issuing challenges,” he rebuked.

No wonder my pack was worried; facing off against a Fenerec who was in wolf form while I remained human was tantamount to suicide.

That’s why I had forced the puppies to change, to give them a fighting chance to withstand Desmond and survive to learn from their experience. I grunted as I remembered the four forced transformations.

There were limits to how much I could draw on my pack without hurting myself—and them with me.

“Why am I not dead?” I asked Sanders.

“Desmond likes you?” Sanders suggested with a shrug.

“No, it’s because he was right to challenge me,” Desmond replied. “His wolf knew it, my wolf knew it. I overstepped my bounds.”

Angry Fenerec didn’t always make the right choices, and there was the faint sourness of guilt in Desmond’s scent. Desmond didn’t apologize to anyone. He couldn’t afford to, but I accepted the fact I was still among the living as apology enough.

It wouldn’t ever make me the dominant one; if the phone call was any indicator, I must have drained my pack dry standing up to Desmond. My wolf was as exhausted as I was, and I felt like I had been run over by my car a couple of times.

“We’re done here,” Desmond announced shifting beneath me to pull keys out of his pocket, which he tossed to Sanders. “I’m parked at the base of the trail. Have one of your pack bring it to my house and leave it in the driveway. I’m going to take Richard home before anyone gets the idea to challenge him for rank.”

“I’ll gut them myself if they try,” Sanders growled.

“Good. If I get any unwelcome visitors, I’ll be dealing with them harshly.”

I wanted to protest, but my wolf wrested control away from me before I could speak. Exhaustion and Desmond’s influence kept me limp, letting the Alphas situate me to their liking. I did manage to thwart my wolf enough to growl at them.

My defiance drew a chuckle out of Desmond. Once Sanders was gone and Desmond was in the driver’s seat, I relaxed. There were six other cars parked in front of the lodge, requiring Desmond to weave my Porsche through the maze of vehicles.

“If I didn’t let them come each winter, if I did not have at least one guest to introduce to my puppies, this would happen all of the time,” Desmond said, his voice tired and resigned. “Too many young male pups and too few bitches, Fenerec or Fenerec-born, to partner with them. Our work aside, that’s why I called on you and not your brother.”

I found the strength to sit up, though when Desmond reached down and turned on the heated seats, I relaxed into the leather’s warmth. “You’re planning for next year.”

If I agreed to bring my brother for the next winter season, it was another year that Desmond could keep his daughters out of the reach of rutting, young Fenerec. I wasn’t immune to the rut, but I was older. I could control myself and my wolf. Young puppies often couldn’t, and young bitches, Fenerec and Fenerec-born alike, responded to the needs and desires of eligible males.

“I am.”

“How long have you been letting the pups court them?” I asked.

While he would have been within his rights to be angry at my question, he shrugged. “They were eleven; Mitchell had six new pups their age and inquired. One of them was his eldest son. I asked the girls if they wanted to be introduced and they were interested. Lisa liked it. Nicolina didn’t.”

I couldn’t imagine Nicolina submitting to anyone. My pack held courtships as well, though I didn’t allow anyone to touch the young bitches until they were thirteen—or they asked permission. Still, I couldn’t fault Desmond.

Any Fenerec with a single iota of intellect wanted one of his Desmond’s daughters, and I was no exception.

“I understand,” I replied. After a moment of quiet, I nodded. “Plan on it, Mr. Desmond. I will come calling again next year with Alex to pursue a potential match with Lisa.”

“Lisa?” Desmond asked, his tone neutral.

I was on thin ice, and I knew it. Lying to another Fenerec wasn’t easy, but it could be done if I hid the falsehoods behind the truth. “While my little brother might be intrigued by the idea of beautiful twins, I think it’s in his better interest if he is given the opportunity to court the sister least likely to kill him in his sleep.”

Compliments and flattery worked even on an old Fenerec like Desmond, and I had no doubt of his pride in both of his daughters. He laughed. “You’re smart, Richard. I knew there was a reason I liked you. Now be quiet and let me drive. Your car handles like shit in the snow.”

I kept my mouth shut, as wise wolves did when given orders by a superior. I’d already tested my luck enough for one day.


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.




Firecracker takes place several days following The Scent of Guilt.
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Nicolina Desmond got her first taste of revenge when her father parked my Porsche in his driveway, and I lacked the strength or will to walk to the house. While I would’ve been content sleeping in my car, he had different thoughts on the matter.

Unlike his daughter, who had shrieked and fought for her freedom, I couldn’t. Desmond wouldn’t let me. 

His mate and his daughters were waiting for us inside.

Nicolina’s hoarse, mocking laughter was bitter and sweet. My wolf was pleased with her attention and at having given her some pleasure and entertainment. I knew better. Given half a chance, she’d kill me, and in my current state, she could probably do it with a spoon without too much difficulty.

“What’s wrong with him?” Wendy’s eyes widened as she looked us both over.

I’d forgotten about the blood, and judging from the way Nicolina stopped laughing, she noticed we were both covered in it. My clothing had likely been ruined while tussling with Desmond, and his had probably be ruined after changing back to help deal with me—and the body of Nicolina’s kidnapper.

Desmond dumped me onto one of the armchairs, perching on the arm beside me. “We got into a bit of a fight.”

Wendy inhaled. “Charles!”

Desmond laughed. “You worry too much. The punk won. He’s just tired. Our property is off limits to other Fenerec until Richard has a chance to recover. Girls, you do not leave the property without me. Understood?”

Lisa paled and Nicolina’s eyes narrowed as she glowered at me. They both nodded.

The bruises around her throat had spread, darker than they had been when I had brought her home in the early morning. She scowled at me.

My wolf savored her attention.

I, on the other hand, was making a mental note to check my life insurance policy to make certain it covered murder by a vengeful teenager.

“Charles Desmond, you do not dump house guests you injured on our chairs for them to bleed all over. Upstairs,” she ordered, pointing at the staircase.

“If he were bleeding, I wouldn’t have brought him home. It’s not his blood—mostly. I only gave him a nip or two, he’s fine,” Desmond replied, arching a brow at his mate. “I told you, he’s just tired.”

For all Wendy was a submissive, there was nothing frail about her as Desmond toed the line of his authority with her. The den was her place, and she clenched her teeth as though considering how best to rearrange her mate’s spine. “Charles.”

“Upstairs it is,” he said, rising to his feet. “Come on, Richard, before she sinks her teeth into you, too.”

I considered asking clarification regarding which woman, but thought better of it. I was in enough trouble as it was.
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When Nicolina had sworn she would kill me, she meant it.

I found her first present when it sank its fangs into my foot. I’m not sure where she had found a rattlesnake or how she managed to slip it into my shoes without getting bitten, but there was nothing pleasant about being assaulted by a snake first thing in the morning.

Choking back a startled howl, I kicked it off, succeeding in pissing it off even more. It managed to bite me three more times before I chased it down and killed it.

If she wanted to play, I’d play. I left its corpse on her pillow as a warning I would survive anything she tossed at me and as a promise I would provide for her in the future. My wolf liked the idea.

I savored her scream when she found it.

The second time she tried to kill me, I was worried and intrigued, and once again considered alterations to my life insurance policy. I had no idea how she had managed it, but the silver dagger dangling over the door of the guest bedroom was a very lethal reminder of just how serious she was about finishing me off once and for all.

Normally, the trick wouldn’t have worried me, but I had seen what the blade had done to Wendy. With a weapon that old, a stab would make me miserable although it’d have to be a solid hit to kill me outright. I couldn’t even tell if Nicolina realized how dangerous the weapon was. While I could smell the girl in the room, her scent wasn’t marred with lethal intent. My instincts told me it was a puppy’s prank, meant to warn me away.

I wasn’t even interested in her sister, though I had no doubts when Nicolina found out I wanted her, she would redouble her efforts to hunt me down and kill me.

My cell phone rang while I was trying to come up with a plan for removing the dagger without it killing me. I pulled it out of my pocket and answered it without looking at the display, “Murphy.”

“Richard,” my Second whined in my ear.

“Frank, the last time you whined at me, you had crashed my brand new sled into a tree. What did you do?” I clucked my tongue as I busied myself determining how Nicolina had jury-rigged her trap. If I opened the door, it’d fall on me. Considering my luck over the past few days, it’d probably pierce right through my skull. I had no idea how she had managed to screw the hook over the door without my waking up and noticing what she was doing.

My wolf probably had noticed, thought her attempts were amusing, and had gone right back to sleep. He was going to get the both of us killed if he kept it up.

“Mr. Desmond won’t let me on his property.”

I blinked. “You’re in Seattle?”

“Of course we’re in Seattle you pea-brained piece of shit!” Frank bellowed.

Yelling at my Second wasn’t going to do me any good. I drew a deep breath, sighed, and said, “Okay. How many of you are here?”

“Just me and Luke,” he replied.

I clenched my teeth. Frank I trusted not to pull any tricks, but Luke was a different story. Luke liked control, liked power, and wasn’t strong enough to take it on his own. He was one of my mistakes, but he hadn’t toed the line enough to warrant exile from the pack—or execution. So he hovered low on the totem pole right along with the submissive wolves, watching and waiting for his chance.

I held the opinion that it was in the better interests of the pack to keep my mouth shut about the problem. If Luke wanted to have a chance at me, he was running out of time.

At the rate things were escalating, Nicolina Desmond really was going to kill me first.

“Luke, huh?”

“He begged,” Frank replied and he matched my sigh for one of his own. “Sorry, Richard. The pack’s worried.”

“Hey, Frank.” I paused, once again looking at the dagger dangling overhead. “Let’s say you had a set up a silver dagger over a door to drop it down on someone. What would you do to make it as effective as possible?”

“Are you drunk, drugged, or otherwise indisposed, Richard?”

“No, I assure you that I’m not.”

“I guess I’d make sure that whenever my victim tried to disarm it or open the door, it stabbed them. Why are you asking?”

“No reason,” I lied, leaning over to check the knob. Unlike most indoor houses, Desmond’s interior knobs used old-fashioned push latches on many of the rooms, including the guest bedroom. A piece of tape secured a monofilament line to the latch. In the best case scenario, I’d end up with a cut and a mild case of silver poisoning just from trying to open the door.

“That’s not comforting, Richard. What’s wrong?”

I laughed. “Nothing’s wrong.”

My wolf adored the attention Nicolina was giving us.

“If you’re sure.”

“I’m sure. Lay low and don’t bother Desmond. He’s had a rough few days. No need to ruffle his feathers. He’s got me under lock and key for the moment. I’ll call the lodge in a few hours. Once he’s comfortable, I’ll ask him to let you visit—but just you.”

“Not Luke?”

Maybe I was being paranoid, but I hesitated. “Just you.”

Frank was my Second because I could trust him, not because he was the strongest wolf second to me in the pack; I could—and would—give him all of the power he needed through the pack bonds to stand up against any one of the others seeking to take advantage of my weakness.

Beyond Luke, I couldn’t think of anyone who wanted to take over the pack by force, at least not from the inside. I’m sure there were lots of angry wolves I had left in my wake, ranging from those I hadn’t allowed into the pack or I had exiled for unacceptable behavior or endangering the pack.

“You better tell me what’s going on soon,” Frank warned.

“Later,” I promised. “I have a game to play with one of Desmond’s daughters now, if you’ll excuse me.”

I heard a few clipped, muttered words, one of which was lucky. The other was bastard. I hung up on him.

If Frank learned about Nicolina’s murder attempts, he’d die laughing and never let me live it down. I bounced the phone in my hand, looking around the room for something to trigger her trap without the blade hitting me on its way down.

I settled with my shoes. It was easier to replace them than it was to recover from silver poisoning. It took several tosses to knock the dagger down from the ceiling, where it embedded in the carpet with a thunk. Sighing, I grabbed one of my socks, folded it up, and used it to yank the blade out of the floor.

Born a Fenerec, I was a little more resilient to silver than most. I could, when the need was great, handle it for a short time. In Yellowknife, I was the fool recruited to handle anything made of the metal. My pack was proud of how long I could deal with exposure to it before it poisoned me.

When they were particularly annoyed with me or wanted to show me off, they exposed me to it.

Usually, I lasted anywhere from thirty seconds to a minute before the first signs of poisoning took hold.

It took the blade less than ten seconds to sear through the sock and singe my fingers. I tossed it on the desk, shaking out my hand. Unlike with Wendy, the marks on my skin were faint. In a few hours, all that I’d have as a reminder of the exposure would be a slight itch.

Since Nicolina liked inflicting so much discomfort on me, I’d play her game and give her dagger back to her as a present, along with my shoes. Hopefully the stink of my feet, which had driven my pack to put air fresheners in my shoes on several occasions, would be sufficient to keep her away from the weapon for a few days. Bracing for the inevitable pain, I stowed the blade along with a pair of my dirty socks.

Padding my way barefoot up to the third floor, I knocked on Nicolina’s door. There was no answer. The silver knob hadn’t been replaced, but it wasn’t enough to hurt me—not like the dagger. When I tested it, the door opened. Her room was empty.

I left my shoes in her closet, hidden in the darkest corner I could find.
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While Desmond was puzzled by my lack of shoes to go with my dress slacks and button-up shirt, his daughter worried. I enjoyed her startled expression when she saw me alive and well. Her eyes narrowed as she looked me over from head to toe, probably searching for where her dagger had scored me.

I smiled at her, and my wolf was pleased by her fury.

“Your Second called me,” Desmond said, leaning on his kitchen counter while his mate cooked breakfast.

I stifled a yawn and nodded. “He called me, too. He brought another with him.”

“You don’t sound happy about that.”

“You might end up with an unwelcome visitor,” I warned, deciding if I didn’t tell Desmond, I wouldn’t have to worry about his daughter: he’d kill me for withholding a potential threat to his mate and children. “Luke’s been itching for a chance at me for moons.”

“He won’t be the only one to come calling,” Desmond warned me in a tone that I took to mean that he had already dealt with some hopeful wolves.

“I’m not exactly beloved,” I replied, shrugging. I leaned on the counter next to him. When he propped his elbow on my head, I pressed against him.

Lisa’s eyes widened as she watched us, her mouth partially opening. I could smell her interest, and judging from her father’s huff, he had noticed as well.

Nicolina, on the other hand, flexed her hands as though she wanted nothing more than to wrap her slender fingers around my throat. With her slim and delicate figure, I doubted she could do me lasting harm that way. If anything, my wolf was eager to give her the chance to try.

It was going to be a long few weeks while I tried to curb Nicolina’s desire to murder me and my wolf’s desire to court the girl trying to either kill us or drive us away.

“Got a picture of him?” Desmond asked. I pulled out my phone. If my pack knew I had hundreds of photographs of them on me at all times, they’d string me up and hang me to dry, but I couldn’t help it. I liked taking pictures of them, particularly when they were happy, although I had a folder on my laptop dedicated to blackmailing them. I had shots of them in both their human and wolf forms, and I showed Desmond Luke’s pictures.

Like most Fenerec, Luke looked young, but the relative agelessness of our kind didn’t make him any better looking. He had a hard glint in his dark eyes, a cleft lip, and squared jaw that many found off-putting. 

Desmond took my phone and showed it to his daughters. “Have you seen him around, girls?”

Lisa shook her head but Nicolina frowned and said, “He was at the end of the drive yesterday. I thought he was headed to the gas station down the street.”

Yesterday I had spent asleep except for when Desmond had driven me out of bed and I had woken up once on my own to find my new pet rattlesnake.

I didn’t do well with pets, especially ones inclined to bite and inject their owners with venom. The only one I wanted nipping me was my mate, and I’d give a great deal to savor the feel of her mouth and teeth on my throat.

“He’s your pack,” Desmond said. “Deal with him, sooner than later.”

I sighed. I wasn’t up for a confrontation, so when Desmond gave orders, I obeyed them. I wiggled my toes and considered whether or not I should reclaim my shoes from Nicolina’s closet.

“As a wolf,” Desmond suggested. “Perhaps you might give my daughters a good look at you before you go, so they might know which wolf is you in the future.”

I was really getting tired of Desmond bossing me around, but he was right. If I didn’t deal with Luke, there was the chance he’d get too close to Desmond’s daughters and mate. Grumbling, I left my cell with Desmond in case someone needed me.
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I used the bathroom to change to my wolf. Like me, he protested the necessity of it. Fighting pack was our least favorite task as an Alpha; fights too often ended in death or exile. Maybe Luke was a problem, but he was my problem, and I wanted to keep it that way. After the tussle with Desmond, changing hurt more than usual and took about twice as long.

While winter hadn’t started quite yet, my fur grew in all of its silvered glory, shining metallic in the bathroom’s light. I shook myself off, sitting on my haunches to lick my paws and settle my coat. If Desmond wanted me to put on a show for his daughters, I’d make them look twice at me.

Maybe Nicolina would think of her lethal little knife when she saw me and wonder what I was—and if she had scored a hit on me after all. My wolf enjoyed the idea of her spending her time thinking about us.

I wasn’t in my prime and probably wouldn’t be for a few more days, but transforming had rejuvenated me as sleep hadn’t. Nosing open the door, I padded in the direction of the kitchen, slowing to a stalk as I drew close. Desmond was in the kitchen proper with his mate, stealing nips at her neck while both of his daughters protested his displays of affection.

Nicolina’s position at the end of the table made it perfect for me to sneak up on her and tease her. Desmond caught sight of me, and either because of my perked ears, lolling tongue, or the slow wag of my tail, he didn’t betray me to his daughter.

If Nicolina thought I wouldn’t take advantage of the fact she wasn’t focused on me and me alone, she was about to learn from her mistake. I positioned myself behind her, pleased she hadn’t tucked her t-shirt into her torn jeans.

Wolf noses were cold and wet, and when I shoved my head under her shirt and rubbed her spine vigorously, she launched off the chair with a scream. The girl could jump; she hit the floor once, gathered herself, and flung herself over the kitchen counter at her father. She crashed over the fruit, sending the metal bowl and its contents clattering to the floor. Bursting into laughter, Desmond caught her.

I sat, tongue lolling as I displayed my fangs in a grin.

“That was not nice, Richard,” Wendy chided. She managed to keep her tone even and severe, but she bit her lower lip in her effort to keep tranquil and choke back her laughter.

I stretched out, stepped out from under the table, and struck a pose for Lisa.

She sucked in a breath. “He’s even prettier than you are, Dad.”

Depositing his daughter on the counter, Desmond left the kitchen to regard me with a grin. “Ah, your winter coat grew in, did it? I was hoping it had.” Kneeling beside me, he dug his hands into my fur.

Maybe I was a Fenerec, but my wolf was shameless. He loved the feel of fingers digging into our coat and rubbing at our skin. I never figured out why I was so much more sensitive to touch than others, but with Desmond running his fingers through the scruff of my neck, I leaned into him and couldn’t bring myself to care.

“He’s melting,” Lisa blurted before giggling. “Why is he letting you touch him like that?”

Most Fenerec didn’t like being stroked in wolf form, especially not by Normals or those outside of their pack. When Desmond paused in his scratching, I warbled a complaint.

“Richard’s different. If you want to touch him, you can ask him for permission, but only if I or your mother are with you,” Desmond said, rubbing my ears.

I wobbled and fell over onto him, bumping my head under his chin. As a human, I weighed in at two hundred pounds, give or take a few pounds. Muscle weighed a lot, and while I wasn’t all that tall or broad, Fenerec always weighed more than humans.

As a wolf, I rivaled Desmond; when I wasn’t thinking about it or expecting a fight, I maxed out at three-fifty, my shoulders were easily waist high to most men. In my enthusiasm, I knocked Desmond over. I sprawled over his chest, thumping my tail on the floor as I settled on my side.

“He’s also extremely heavy,” Desmond wheezed.

“Can I touch?” Lisa asked, her eyes wide.

With Desmond still scratching my ears, I didn’t want to move to nod my head, so I settled with wagging my tail. Four hands were better than two.

“That would be a yes,” Desmond translated.

Lisa knelt by her father, reaching out to touch my shoulder. With a delighted cry, she dug her fingers in. “He’s so soft.”

“I have considered inviting him to serve as a pillow a time or two,” Desmond admitted in a conspiratorial whisper. Lisa giggled.

My cell rang. I lifted my head, pulling free of Desmond’s hands. I flicked my ears forward.

“Answer that,” Desmond said.

I expected Wendy to grab the phone, but Nicolina did. She narrowed her eyes at me as though deciding whether or not to humiliate me in some fashion, but then checked the display. “It says Frank.”

“His Second. Go ahead and find out what he wants.”

Nicolina drew a deep breath and sighed theatrically before answering, “Desmond residence, Nicolina speaking. The owner of this phone can’t come to the phone right now. He’s occupied whoring his furry ass out to my father and sister. Can I take a message?”

There was a stunned moment of silence followed by Frank’s laughter. Wendy grabbed the phone out of her daughter’s hand. “Hello, Frank. It’s Wendy. Please forgive my daughter, she’s unaware of what she’s missing.”

There were several ways I could’ve taken her comment, and I bottomed out at the worst conclusion. Judging from the way Desmond snorted, he had as well. “Indeed.”

Teasing her daughter at my expense, Wendy sashayed out of the kitchen to sit beside Lisa, draping her arms and chest over me. “Oh yes, is she ever missing out. You’re so luxurious, Richard.”

Once again, Frank burst out laughing.

It was a good thing I couldn’t blush as a wolf. Like her daughters, Wendy was worth taking a second, very long look at, and Desmond knew it. He flicked my ear in warning before he rubbed me again. “Put it on speaker, Wendy.”

His mate obeyed, setting the phone between my front paws before stretching over me again, digging her fingers into my belly fur. All of the tension flowed out of me and I went limp on Desmond, who grunted as my full weight settled on him.

“What is it, Frank?” Desmond asked.

With six hands pawing at me, I didn’t care what my Second wanted, so long as they didn’t stop.

“I was just checking in to make sure Richard’s fine.”

Wendy giggled. “We’re taking good care of him. His coat’s full silver. Want pictures?”

“Obviously,” Frank replied. “I was worried when I felt him change.”

I’d forgotten about that; while I was aware of when someone in my pack changed, it happened so often I filtered it out unless it was accompanied by a sense of anxiety or danger. My pack, on the other hand, always paid attention to my changes—and they worried.

Frank was the most sensitive to my shifts between human and wolf.

“I suggested he show off his winter coat to my daughters,” Desmond replied.

I flicked an ear at his failure to mention Luke, but the Desmond found the spot right under my chin and I groaned.

“Well, he definitely sounds happy enough. What are you doing to him? He’s projecting through the pack bonds.”

Desmond snickered. “His chin, and my daughter and wife are helping. If Nicolina decides to join in, we might break him.”

“Get video if you can. I’ll pay top dollar for it,” Frank said before hanging up.

“Come on, Nicolina. You have to feel this. He’d make the most amazing blanket, Dad.”

“You aren’t skinning Richard for a blanket, Lisa.”

Nicolina frowned, but slid off the counter. My wolf stilled as she approached. “He can’t be that soft,” she scoffed. “I’ve touched Dad before. Dad’s not all that soft. Neither’s Mom.”

 “I’m telling you, Nicolina. Try it!”

“Girls, be polite,” their mother scolded. It didn’t stop her from undermining her efforts by rubbing her hands over my chest, which felt as good as Desmond’s scratching under my chin. I presented my belly, tucking my paws up.

“Fine,” she grumbled, kneeling next to me. She stretched out her hand as though expecting me to bite her in revenge. I kept as still as I could, my wolf anticipating her touch.

She grabbed hold of one of my paws, and with lethal precision, ran her fingers between the pads. The fur and skin there was particularly sensitive and my toes splayed out.

“He is soft,” Nicolina whispered.

My heart raced as she briskly ran her lithe fingers around my pads, holding my leg still as she tortured me with her touch. When the tingling turned to a more nefarious tickling, I whined.

“Nicolina,” Desmond scolded.

“What?”

“You can pet him, not torture him.”

“But he’s so soft,” the girl with the fire in her eyes replied, all innocence. She did stop tormenting me long enough for me to catch my breath.

“I told you so,” Lisa said, sticking her tongue out at her sister.

“Try his chest or stomach, his fur is softest there,” Wendy suggested, shifting aside to make room for Lisa and Nicolina.

Between Nicolina digging her fingers into my chest fur, Desmond’s ruthless pursuit of my chin, and Wendy and Lisa’s attentions on my back, I ceased caring if Desmond’s daughter wanted to kill me, so long as she didn’t stop what she was doing to me.
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Desmond left me to his mate and daughters to finish breakfast. I lost track of the time, eyes half-lidded as they sat around me. Lisa was using my shoulder as a pillow while my head was nestled on Wendy’s lap. If it weren’t for Nicolina so close to me, I would’ve fallen asleep. She kept a wary watch on me, as though expecting me to take a bite out of her sister and mother.

Her hatred of me didn’t stop her from stroking my neck when she thought I was asleep.

“Richard,” Desmond called. I sighed, and after Lisa got off me, I staggered to my feet. The first few steps I stumbled, and the room did a flip flop. I hit the floor hard, blinking as I tried to figure out why my paws weren’t cooperating with me.

“Richard?” Wendy asked, her tone sharp with concern.

Nicolina smirked at me, dangling a little pouch in her hand.

“Nicolina, what have you done?” her mother shrieked, grabbing for the bag. Nicolina squeaked, recoiling.

My wolf didn’t like the stench of Nicolina’s fear. I struggled to get on my feet, growling as I came between the two women. I swayed.

“Nicolina Angelica Desmond,” Desmond snarled. “Drop it.”

The force of Desmond’s command hit me like a hammer between the eyes. I don’t think he meant to project the order at me, but I swayed and slumped to the floor beside the pouch.

“Wendy, call Frank. Tell him to get Luke out of Seattle, and if he doesn’t, I’ll come and hunt them both down. I’ll leave Frank alive,” Desmond ordered.

“Charles,” Wendy gasped.

“Do it.”

She scrambled for my phone and slapped her hand over it, unlocking the screen with a swipe of her finger.

When a member of my pack drew near, I felt them in my head. While whatever Nicolina had done to me fogged my thoughts, one of my pack drew near. Alarmed, I lurched to my feet, my gaze focused on the door.

The bell rang. I bared my fangs, snarling, bracing my legs to remain upright.

By Fenerec code, if Luke challenged me, I had to fight him. Anyone between me and him in the pack could stand in my stead—if they were in the area, which they weren’t. To make matters worse, my wolf was as groggy as I was. Desmond snatched up the pouch and opened it.

I felt Desmond’s fury rise, wafting off of him like the shimmering heat of the desert. The bell rang again, and I was torn between protecting them from Luke and protecting Nicolina from her father’s wrath.

I chose Nicolina.

Biting Charles Desmond was perhaps the dumbest thing I had ever done in my life. I sank my teeth into his arm above his wrist, drawing his attention from his daughter to me. The sharp, sweet taste of his blood flooded my mouth.

Desmond froze. I kept growling, locking my jaws.

The pack bonds tied all of my wolves to me, and recognizing my death in Desmond’s eyes for turning on him, I shut it down link by link, cutting off my connection to my wolves. When I fought him, I’d fight him alone.

When Desmond finished with me, they wouldn’t be aware of my death or subsumption until it was too late. Desmond didn’t add wolves to his pack of two. He killed.

I met his gaze and didn’t flinch away. It was a wolf’s challenge, one he had to answer with violence or I would prove dominant. The yellow of his wolf gleamed in his eyes.

I released him, fangs bared. I waited, pinning my ears back. Hunting wolves remained silent, and my growls died away, legs splayed out for better balance, my head ducked low to guard my throat.

My cell rang.

“Charles?” Wendy whispered.

“Don’t answer it,” Desmond replied, and in the deathly quiet of his tone, I heard his acceptance of my challenge. “Take the girls upstairs.”

Wendy left my phone on the counter and fled, taking their daughters with her.

As was proper, I stood still and waited for him to change.
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Fenerec didn’t speak, not in words. In his wolf form, Desmond was a little smaller than I was, and with a silent gesture of his head, he led me into the family room near the front door. I followed warily, still unsteady on my paws from whatever Nicolina had dosed me with. It wasn’t silver; it didn’t burn. If anything, it left me feeling almost pleasant, like being drunk, except it would prove a great deal more lethal than a night out on the town.

Part of me recognized the sensation, but I was too dim-witted to chase down the memory and too focused on Desmond to care.

Death was better than allowing Desmond to strike his daughter because of our feuding. My wolf had made his intentions clear. Fenerec lived and died for their mates, and any bitch capable of outsmarting us and taking advantage of our weakness was worth fighting for.

It didn’t matter whether or not Nicolina was actually my mate, my human desires were equally simple; I wouldn’t allow Desmond to hurt his little girl, not because of me. Whatever she had done left me trembling. While I wanted the position of the archway between the living room and kitchen, Desmond pointed his nose in the direction of the big picture window. I wanted to tuck my tail and roll over, but as the challenger, I couldn’t risk lowering my gaze or my guard from him.

He had the right to the first strike, and when he came at me, I wanted to be ready for him. It wouldn’t save me, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. I settled in, once again lowering my head to protect my throat, my gaze never leaving his. Without the pack bond to lend me strength, I doubted I would survive his first blow.

Desmond met my stare, his eyes glowing brighter than the room’s light. Muscles rippled under his fur as he prepared to launch himself at me.

If we were to race, he’d beat me. He crossed the room in a single bound, landing within reach. I snapped my fangs at him, pulling out a tuft of his belly fur as he rose up over me on his hind paws.

The window shattered behind me, showering me with shards of glass, which bit into my back. A yelp burst out of me. Something—someone—struck my spine from behind moments before Desmond’s weight crashed down on me, driving me to the carpet. His hind claws tore at my side and he used me as a jumping board.

The breath whooshed out of my lungs and the room spun around me in slow circles. Furniture cracked and broke with the splintering tear of wood. A wolf yelped.

It wasn’t me. Desmond wasn’t on me, savaging me as was his right as the challenged, leaving me to wonder who the other wolf was.

I shook my head to try to clear it and yipped as shards of glass tore through my fur. Shuddering, I panted for breath, my paws twitching as I gathered enough strength to make a second effort at getting up.

The startled gasp from across the room captured my attention.

Nicolina stood in the kitchen clutching a revolver, one that looked like it belonged in the wild west, complete with bone grips. Lifting the weapon, she shifted it from me towards her father, cocking the hammer. Narrowing her eyes, she aimed, and with a pull of the trigger, she fired.

The explosive bang was immediately followed by the thump of a body hitting the floor. My mind went completely blank as I stared at Desmond’s daughter. Glass crunched beside me, and Desmond appeared, his red coat drenched in blood. He lowered his head, his nose brushing against my throat.

I sighed and waited, unable to find the will to rise for a final defiance. His fangs dug into my scruff, and shuffling backwards, he pulled me away from the window and the broken glass in short jerks. Nicolina scrambled into the kitchen, still clutching the revolver. Once he had me where the carpet met the tile, he released me.

With a snorting huff, he stepped on my neck with his paw, pressing down in warning. I bared my fangs at his delay, incapable of doing anything other than voicing a low growl. I felt his teeth dig into my fur, and my growls ended in a yipping whine as he pulled a shard of glass out of my back. He kept me pinned with a paw and warning snaps of his teeth while he burrowed through the fur of my back and side, snatching large fragments and jerking them out.

Then, he turned to his daughter, and with slow deliberate motions, he pointed his nose at her before pawing at the glass on the floor. Turning, he walked away, leaving me alone with her. I watched her in a pained daze, wondering if she’d take advantage of her chance to finish me off for good.

She set the revolver on the counter and eased her way towards me, careful to keep out of the reach of my fangs. I watched her, turning my ears back as she drew close enough she could reach out and touch. Human fingers were far more deft at pulling glass shards out of fur. I shuddered each time she found a piece embedded in me.

When Desmond returned as a human, he pointed at the staircase, snarling at his daughter until she left. My blood stained her pale hands. Without a word, he resumed Nicolina’s work, using a hairbrush to aid in finding all of the pieces. I rested my head on the cool ceramic tiles and listened to my cell phone ring until Desmond got up and silenced it.

When he got the last of the glass out of my fur, he swept it up and tossed it into the trash before stepping over me. He hesitated. “Your wolf’s dying.”

I should’ve known better than to meet Desmond’s gaze. He was on me as soon as I made eye contact with him, his knee braced against my neck, restricting my breath. He pressed his face to my muzzle, breathing in deeply. I whined, but because of his hold on me, I couldn’t expose my throat or my belly. He eased his grip with his knee, stroking his hand down the length of my nose.

In my weakened state, I couldn’t shut the pack out forever. My control wavered and crumbled. Luke wasn’t dead, not yet. His pain rippled through my bond with him, and steeling myself for the inevitable, I hoarded his last moments and sheltered the rest of the pack from his death. With his interference of a challenge, he’d brought his end on himself. If Desmond’s daughter hadn’t killed him, Desmond would have.

I could’ve exiled him for his actions, severing his ties to the other wolves, but I left it be. Unless I or Desmond told them, they’d never know Luke had died violating a challenge and betraying me. I waited, shuddering as the silver bullet blackened his blood and leeched away his life.

When he was gone, I found the strength to utter a mournful howl.




[image: Image]




I missed two hundred calls by the time Luke finally died and Desmond fetched my phone, turning the ringer back on. He showed me the display, and when I stared at him in a dazed haze, he leaned against the arch, one foot braced on my shoulder to keep me from moving.

He dialed a number, and I recognized Frank’s voice on the other end of the line. “You may bring yourself and one other to my residence to dispose of the body,” he replied. “I recommend Sanders as your other. He’s well versed with the disposal of corpses in this area. You may bring a witch of Sanders’s choosing as well.” Without waiting for Frank’s reply, he rattled off the other Alpha’s number and hung up on my Second.

I wasn’t impressed and tried to convey that with a glare. In my state, it wouldn’t surprise me if the pack thought I was the one who had died. Desmond’s call wouldn’t help matters any.

When the phone rang next, a smug Desmond showed the display to me. It was my brother. I turned my ears back as he answered, “Desmond.”

There was a buzzing in my ears that made it impossible to hear what Alex was saying, but it didn’t matter. The thought of my brother drew a whine out of me, which Desmond answered by kicking me in the shoulder hard enough to draw a yelp out of me.

“Is that so,” Desmond replied, not sounding very impressed with what my brother had to say. “Well, Mr. Murphy, listen carefully.”

I should’ve known Desmond was going to do something nefarious in revenge for my biting him. He dug his heel into one of the larger gashes on my side, twisting his foot until I whined. When the whine didn’t satisfy him, he pressed harder until I yipped and yowled.

“That is your brother. I haven’t killed him. However, a wolf did die for violating my territory and attacking his Alpha from behind. Tell them this, Mr. Murphy. I will return Richard when I bloody fucking feel like returning him. Am I understood?” He hung up without waiting for an answer.

“What am I going to do with you?” Desmond demanded, prodding my side with his foot. I shuddered.

“Charles?” Wendy asked from up the stairs.

“What do you need?” he replied, stepping away from me so he could look up at his mate.

“You didn’t kill Richard, did you?”

“Of course I didn’t kill Richard. Nicolina, however, somehow found her way into my gun safe and seems to have acquired some silver bullets. Would you happen to know anything about that?”

I heard the jangle of keys. “Why would I know anything about that?” his mate replied, her tone sly. “I told her you’d probably forgive her if she grazed you to stop the fight. Did she hit you?”

“You clever bitch,” Desmond replied with admiration in his voice. “No, she hit the other wolf.”

“The other wolf? She shot Richard?”

“No, the other one.”

“How many wolves are down there?” Wendy demanded.

Blood made a mess of scents, I remembered after a moment. There was so much of it she probably couldn’t tell anything other than the fact it came from a Fenerec. I considered testing my luck and struggled to roll over.

Desmond stepped on my neck to keep me in place. “Two: one dead, and one too stupid and stubborn to be dead. Tell Nicolina if that was wolfsbane and Ketamine like I think it is, I’m going to tan her hide if she doesn’t bring me the entire stash right this instant. While you’re at it, tell her if she tries that stunt again, I will beat her within an inch of her life.”

 I heard Wendy suck in a breath. “Nicolina!”

Listening to Desmond’s submissive mate roar in fury was almost as impressive as how fast her daughter obeyed—and the fact that her father had correctly identified what she had done to me, though I, for the life of me, couldn’t figure out how she had done it.
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Not much affected Fenerec, but wolfsbane and Ketamine did, though the doses required to do any long-term harm were far larger than what was needed to kill a human. Of the two, I disliked the wolfsbane the most.

Despite its name, it didn’t ward me away. If anything, it acted more like catnip did for felines, disconnecting me from my wolf and making me pliable, perfect for Desmond to easily control. Ketamine made it work better, and as the minutes ticked by, he had me dancing to his tune, wagging my tail on command, and shaking with him despite my desire to rip his face off.

I couldn’t even voice a growl at the humiliation, aware I was mindlessly obeying him without finding the willpower to fight against him. Nicolina made her appearance, holding out a plastic bag with a bundle of herbs, a vial of fluid, and a bottle of pills.

“Where did you get these?” Desmond demanded, snatching them out of his daughter’s hand. She flinched, and my wolf gave me the strength to voice a growl.

“Shut up, Richard.”

Because the drugs forced me to, I obeyed him, seething as I did.

“I bought it from your supplier. I told him you had wanted it for a wolf. The wolfsbane was easy. I picked it,” she whispered.

“Picked it where?”

She looked at her feet and pointed in the general direction of the backyard. What little I could feel from my wolf was pure delight at her scheming.

“You were growing wolfsbane in my yard?” he boomed.

While she didn’t dare lift her gaze from the floor, she tensed, her hands balling into fists. She waited just long enough to make her father growl before shaking her head. “I found it in the woods.”

“Unbelievable. And you used this on Richard why?”

“The snake didn’t work and neither did the knife!” she wailed.

“The what and the what didn’t work?” Wendy screeched from upstairs.

My wolf once again rejoiced in the effort Nicolina Desmond had expended in her attempts to rid the Earth of us.

“I left a snake in his shoes,” she whispered.

“In his shoes,” Desmond echoed, his tone of stunned disbelief. Then he started laughing, sinking down beside me to pat my shoulder. “After he spent a sleepless night driving all over Seattle and the surrounding mountains for your sake, you put a snake in his shoes?”

“What kind of snake?” Wendy asked suspiciously.

“A rattler,” Nicolina replied, lifting her chin just a little.

Desmond laughed harder. “Well, that wasn’t going to do much to him, at least. Maybe if it had bitten him five or six times. What else did you do?”

“I hung a silver knife over his door,” she whispered.

“Well, he obviously escaped that as well. Is there any reason you’re determined to inflict injury on our house guest? Where did you get a rattlesnake this time of year on such short notice?”

“I bought it,” she replied, sniffing daintily. “I had them deliver it to the end of the driveway. I didn’t leave the property.”

“You ordered a rattlesnake just so you could leave it in Richard’s shoes? And where is the snake now?”

Nicolina grumbled something under her breath.

“I couldn’t hear you, dear,” Desmond said, and I bristled at the amusement in his voice.

“He killed it and left it on my pillow, okay?”

“He left it on your pillow? Richard Murphy, you are an adult. I expected better from you,” Wendy scolded. I got a glimpse of her leaning over the rail. She winked at me.

“I’d say he was simply giving her a lovely gift. Rattlesnake this time of year is hard to acquire. A delicacy. Did you cook it?” Desmond teased.

It was a good thing I was a wolf, otherwise I would have giggled.

“I didn’t! That’s disgusting.”

“So where is the knife?” Desmond demanded.

“I’m not sure. He didn’t give it back.”

Desmond narrowed his eyes at me. “Did you give it back?”

I bobbed my head obediently.

“Does this have anything to do with your lack of shoes?”

Once again, the Ketamine and wolfsbane conspired to make me nod.

“And would these items somehow be laying in wait for my daughter in some fashion?”

Heaving a sigh, I nodded.

“So, let me get this straight. You have been pranking Mr. Murphy, and he, in his infinite wisdom, answered by antagonizing you? Of course he did. He’s a wolf, and wolves love games.” Desmond shook his head, digging his fingers into my fur. He found another piece of glass with his finger and cursed, sucking at the cut. “Wendy, do you have any fine-toothed combs?”

“I’ll find one,” she replied.

“Nicolina, I taught you better than that. Help your mother find combs. Since you got him into this situation in the first place, it’s your job to make sure every last speck of glass is out of his fur. Do you understand?” She nodded, backing away until she bumped into the staircase before fleeing.

The doorbell rang and Desmond got up to answer it. I considered lifting my head, but drew several deep breaths.

Anxiety strengthened scents, letting me recognize Frank immediately.

“What happened?” Frank demanded, and it impressed me that he was able to face off with Desmond in anything other than a whisper without calling on the pack bond and yanking the strength out of me to do it, not that I had any left to give him.

“One of your wolves, Luke, decided to try a run at him. My daughter didn’t like it, so she shot him,” Desmond replied, stepping aside to let Frank in. Sanders followed in his wake.

Frank whined. “Where’s Richard?”

While Desmond didn’t say anything, Frank appeared in the living room, sidestepped Luke’s body, and hurried to me. He spat curses, looking down at me before easing onto the floor next to me. He lifted my head and situated me on his lap. I closed my eyes and sighed. While exhaustion had effectively closed down my link to the pack, with him touching me, I could feel him.

He was anxious, but he was otherwise fine.

“You look like you’ve been through a war,” Frank murmured, picking another shard out of my fur. “Was he thrown through the window or did he go through it on his own?”

“Neither; Luke came through the window at him from behind so he took the brunt of it.”

“Ouch.”

“Indeed,” Desmond agreed. “Sorry for the short notice, Sanders.”

“No problem, Desmond. Can’t you keep him out of trouble even for a few days?”

Desmond laughed. “Ask me again in a few days. Oh, Frank. That reminds me. I dressed down Richard’s brother and informed him that I would return Richard when I felt like it. Once you’re satisfied, be a good boy and fly on home and reassure them he’s safe and sound.”

“He closed down the pack bond,” Frank said hesitantly, picking out another piece of glass from my fur.

“Don’t worry about it, he’ll restore it once he rested. He probably shut it down when Luke was shot. Did you…?” Desmond prodded Luke’s body with his foot.

“No.”

“Then leave him alone. When he’s ready, he’ll open the pack bonds. Give it a few days to let the edge wear off. Go home and keep your pack under control,” Desmond ordered.

“What about Luke?”

“He attacked Richard. I’ll deal with the corpse. Let’s get your Alpha upstairs and settled. We’ll take care of the details after.”
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I spent the next three days with Desmond. When I was awake, he hovered. When I was asleep, I’m pretty sure he lurked somewhere nearby. To add insult to injury, he insisted I sleep at his feet on his bed, and because of the wolfsbane and Ketamine, I couldn’t fight him.

It took that long for me to recuperate enough to make the change back to human. When I grabbed the folded pile of my clothes in my teeth and stared in resignation at the bathroom, Desmond sighed.

“Will you need help with it?”

I put my ears back and thought dark thoughts, storming my way into the bathroom.

I was aware of him hovering outside of the door, just in case.

The transformation from wolf to human was far worse than the transition from human to wolf. My body resisted the change, desiring the wildness of my birth form. It hurt like hell, and I clenched my teeth so I wouldn’t scream.

It lasted far longer than it should have, and when I was finished, I curled on the tiled floor, gasping for breath. Normally, transforming was a painful but tidy affair, but due to how long it took me to shift forms, I suffered through a bloody nose. Desmond let himself in, pressing his fingers to my throat to check my pulse. “Fifty minutes,” he announced. “Stay here,” he ordered.

I growled, and since I was tired of obeying his demands, I got dressed, bending over the sink to run cold water over my head and clean up the mess. While it helped lower the fever induced by the long change, it left me shivering. I was toweling my hair when Desmond made his appearance, a bottle of whisky in one hand and the Ketamine in the other.

“Pick,” he ordered.

The whisky was the cheap stuff, the type I kept around for disinfecting injuries rather than drinking. I grabbed it, muttering curses at him. He grinned at me, gesturing for me to get out of his bathroom. I left the bottle on his dresser. “Neither,” I growled, and my voice sounded more like a wolf’s than a man’s.

With Desmond following in my wake, I hunted down my phone, which was on the kitchen counter. When I grabbed it, the pop-bang of firecrackers startled me into dropping it, my heart in my throat. The innocent-looking poppers scattered over the granite. Somewhere nearby, I heard Nicolina laugh.

My wolf was pleased.

Desmond chuckled. “Beats snakes, silver daggers, and drugs,” he said, going to work cleaning up the mess.

I scowled, wondering how I was going to survive my 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.




Glitter is a companion story, overlapping and following Firecracker.
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I was thoroughly sick and tired of combing glass out of Richard Murphy’s fur. Every morning and evening for three days, my father made an appearance at my door, holding out a comb and a brush. I sat on the edge of my parents’ bed, picking through clumps of matted silvered fur.

I combed out a lot more than glass. Bathing the Fenerec wasn’t an option; my proposal to dump him in the tub was met with a disapproving scowl.

Without the help of the shower, blood-matted fur was a living nightmare to groom. Father had warned me over and over against going anywhere near an injured Fenerec. Maybe that only applied to wolves who were conscious? Yet there I was, seated beside Richard, wondering when he would decide to roll over and rip my hands off for handling him so roughly out of necessity.

Throughout my attempts to brush out his fur, which involved a great deal of yanking and pulling, Richard Murphy didn’t move. He didn’t even whine. Once, he cracked open his eyes, but instead of the wolf-yellow gleam I had come to expect from an angry werewolf, his were dark and glassy. That worried my mother and father; they stood constant watch, one of them always upstairs with him and me while the other prowled the ground floor.

Several times, my father left the house, returning later with wild eyes and wearing different clothes. I knew better than to ask. My sister was smart; she made herself scarce, careful to disappear whenever my mother and father were agitated.

I wasn’t so lucky. I took the ultimate blame for the broken window, the trashed furniture, and the bloodstained carpeting. It was my job, when I wasn’t studying, to make myself useful and resolve the problem, seeing as I had too much time on my hands. Since I had managed to buy a rattler in winter, was reckless enough to abuse my father’s contacts, and had otherwise proved I was resourceful, it fell to me to handle—and pay for—all of the repairs.

The only people my parents let anywhere near the house were the repairmen, each one selected from a list my father provided. Inquisitors also came to deal with the dead wolf’s body—at least, I assumed they were Inquisitors. I recognized one of the Fenerec they’d brought in as one of my father’s associates.

The other had shown up twice, taking a keen interest in Richard Murphy, which my father didn’t like it. He was driven off with snarls and threats before I could learn who he was and why he wanted to be close to the unconscious Alpha.

While I was pissed Richard had shown up, matching so well with my twin, I hadn’t wanted to actually kill him. Misery over an extended period of time had been my goal. I had deserved my father’s wrath; he would’ve trounced me, but I doubted he would have actually hurt me, not that Richard had any way of knowing that.

The last thing I had expected was for Richard Murphy to challenge my father over it, going so far as to bite his arm.

It hadn’t been a fair fight. It hadn’t been much of a fight at all. If the strange wolf hadn’t broken through the window, Richard would have died, and it would have been my fault. Maybe I didn’t like him, maybe I wanted to see him suffer, maybe I enjoyed catching him off guard, tormenting for even thinking at looking at my sister, but I didn’t want him to die.

To make matters worse, neither Mother or Father were talking about it. They simply hovered around our Fenerec guest, growled whenever we got too close without permission, and waited. I started to worry by the end of the second day.

Hungry Fenerec were dangerous, and Richard hadn’t eaten a thing, either refusing my father’s offerings outright, or sleeping through any attempts to feed him.

On the fourth morning, my father didn’t show up with the comb, and I made my escape to the kitchen while I could, only to discover my parents with a yawning, glazed-eyed Richard, his sopping hair dripping all over his silk shirt. I ducked out of sight to watch from the living room.

They weren’t talking, and in a half-asleep daze, Richard headed to the counter, reaching for his phone.

I had forgotten about the firecrackers, which went off as soon as he picked it up, set off by a miniature mouse trap I had affixed to the bottom of his phone. At the crack-pop, the Fenerec jumped, dropping the phone, and for a brief moment, the wolf-yellow gleam returned to his eyes before fading back to brown.

I backed away, clapping my hands over my mouth so I wouldn’t laugh. It didn’t stop my mirth from bubbling out of me. I made a run for it, making it halfway up the stairs before my father recovered enough to bellow my name.

That afternoon, my father and mother relaxed enough to leave the house without our Fenerec guest. I was too relieved to be away from home to do more than sigh at my father’s ridiculous enjoyment of the zoo.

When we returned, Richard Murphy was nowhere to be seen. The house was quiet, just as we had left it, with the alarm system engaged. My father frowned, sniffing at the air, his eyes yellowing.

My mother was trying not to smile. When I glared at her, she shrugged.

“I could have told you this would happen,” my mother murmured, taking off her jacket and draping it across the new chair in the living room. I had done a good job. The only sign that remained of the fight was a cracked tile near the kitchen and the presence of new carpet and furniture.

My father grumbled, baring his teeth at my mother, who lowered her eyes but smiled. “Find him,” he ordered, pointing at me.

“Me?” I blurted. “What do I have to do with this? I’m not his zookeeper, you are.”

That wasn’t the right answer. My father growled, stepped to me, and lifted my chin with his finger so I was forced to look him in the eyes. “You and I will hunt him. Your mother and sister will make dinner.”

Arguing with my father was a good way to stir his ire. “Yes, sir,” I whispered.

He let me go. “Start upstairs. If he went back to being a wolf, he’ll probably have picked somewhere dark and confined to hole up in.”

“He’s not a cat,” I grumbled, heading for the staircase. Where could a wolf the size of a pony hide in our house?

Apparently, there were a lot of places he could hide. I found his shoes in my closet, along with my knife and a pair of the rankest socks I’d ever had the misfortune of smelling. My dismayed cry brought my father at a run, who stared at me with an arched brow.

“So that’s where he stashed his shoes. In your closet?” he shook his head, laughed, and once I had removed the knife, he claimed Richard’s oxfords. He narrowed his eyes at my blade. “I don’t know where you got that, but you may keep it under one condition.”

I held my breath and waited. When he didn’t speak, I was careful to keep my gaze fixed to the floor. “What condition, sir?” I asked.

“You do not stab me, your mother, or Richard with it. If another Fenerec even thinks of touching you, you shove it in his eye and twist the blade around for a while. Make sure he’s dead,” he snarled, brushing his fingers against my bruised throat before stalking out of my room.

We didn’t find Richard Murphy in the house, pausing in our search long enough to eat dinner. When both my father and I had checked every room and even ventured into the basement, there was no sign of our Fenerec house guest, not even a single gleam of his silvered fur. His clothes were still in his room, his Porsche was still parked in our driveway, and his keys were on the counter next to his phone.

“Where could he have gone?” My father flexed his hands and paced in the kitchen until my mother drove him out with a swat of her slotted spoon.

“Did you check to see if he disabled and rearmed the alarm?” my mother asked, leaning against the counter.

Lisa glanced at me, grinning over something. I slid my way around the table to join her, whispering, “What’s so funny?”

“Look at Dad. He’s totally having his tail yanked.”

I scowled, watching our father with interest. He was going to pace a trench in the tiles at the way he was going. “So?”

“Dad hates losing,” Lisa replied, smirking. “It’s been two hours, and Mr. Murphy has given him the slip.”

“Lisa,” my father chided, pausing to glare at us.

“It’s true,” my sister mumbled, lowering her eyes to the table.

“It may be true, but that doesn’t mean you have to say it,” he complained.

By my father’s admission, the round went to Richard.

“I’ll check the alarm,” he snarled, prowling in the direction of his office on the other end of the house.

“Ten bucks says he slipped outside,” my mother said once our father was out of hearing range.

“Fool’s bet,” I grumbled, wondering if it was possible for Richard to have given us the slip. “The attic!” I blurted, diving away from the table to sprint up the stairs.

Of all of the places in the house, I hated the attic the most. In order to access it, I had to get on a chair. I was too short to reach the chain, and the folding stepping stool left it two or three inches out of reach. I grabbed the chair from the guest bedroom on the third floor, positioned it under the hallway access panel, and climbed up. I gave the chain a yank.

A shower of silver rained down on my head, along with the world’s largest spider. I screamed, fell off the chair, and backpedaled before realizing it was a stuffed toy. My breath came in rapid bursts, my heart racing, as I sat in a stunned daze.

Glitter covered me, the carpet, the chair, and the spider, which was black and pink and about the size of my head, was made of some fluffy material.

My father wasn’t the only one to come running. My mother took in the mess, put her hand over her mouth, and giggled. Lisa stared at me with wide eyes, while my father cleared his throat.

“Interesting,” he said, and ignoring the glitter and the spider, he stepped onto the chair and looked into the attack.

Another cascade of silver rained down, covering my father from head to toe. His eyes narrowed, blazing in yellow. “He’s not up here.”

It was probably a good thing, because my father looked ready to kill someone: Richard.

“He’s been busy,” my mother said, and her eyes took on the same gold as my father’s.

“He’s toying with us,” my father agreed, drumming his fingers against the access door’s frame. He sneezed, hopping down from the chair with glitter falling off him in sparkling cascades. “Glitter. He had to use glitter. It’ll be all over the house!”

“At least it’s not real silver,” my mother murmured, reaching up to dust my father’s shoulders. Her hand shimmered.

With narrowed eyes, my father replied, “He’s not stupid. Lisa, bring me Richard’s phone, please.”

My sister looked puzzled, but hurried to obey. When she returned, he scrolled through Richard’s contacts and made a call. “Frank, it’s Desmond. Could you please tell me if your Alpha is a human or a wolf right now?”

My father’s eyes widened. “What did you just say?”

Whatever Frank was telling my father didn’t settle well with my father because he growled. “That dingy coyote mutt. Fine, Frank. I won’t press. No, I won’t kill him, I promise.” He hung up and held the phone out to me.

I hesitated before taking it. “Dad?”

“Until its owner shows up to claim it, consider it yours; no deleting his photographs or going through his personal files, but feel free to install whatever apps you want and run up his phone bill. If you break it, you buy it—just download his files to a memory card first. I’ll add the balance to your tab,” he replied, heading downstairs.

I stared at my mother, my mouth hanging open.

She sighed. “They can be such children sometimes! Puppies! All of them!”

“What did Mr. Frank tell Dad?” Lisa whispered.

“No,” my mother replied before laughing. “Richard told Frank he wasn’t allowed to, and Frank was ready to have an aneurism. Your father could have forced him, but if he did, Richard would know.”

Another point to Richard. No one refused my father, not so lightly.

I recognized the gleam in my sister’s eyes as hero worship, and I swore I’d get revenge on Richard once more, and not just for the glitter. I considered what I could do to his phone when my mother took it from me.

“I’ll just keep this, dear. His work is on that phone. You might be a Stanford student, but that does not make you qualified to access his professional or personal life.”

“His phone isn’t locked,” I protested, though I didn’t make a grab for the device.

“Only because it’s with us and he’s sick. He’ll lock it when he leaves,” my mother explained.

“I can hold it without doing anything to it,” I replied.

She made a thoughtful noise and offered it back. “Fine. But if you do even a single bit of damage to the phone, your father won’t even have to lift a finger to tan your hide, because I’ll do it myself. And no, I don’t care if he said you could add it to your tab. No breaking his phone.”

“I’ll take good care of it,” I promised.

He’d have a bunny-themed phone with new icons in the most feminine colors I could find, but I’d otherwise leave the phone alone. I wondered if making a few calls would make a difference.

I wanted to ask his Second, Frank, a few questions. Stowing the phone in my pocket, I pointed at the pile of glitter on the floor. “What about the glitter?”

“Leave it. We’ll clean it up later, once we find Richard.”

“You’re sure he’s not in the attic?”

“Oh, I’m sure of it,” she replied.

Lisa put her hands on her hips. “Mom, do you know where Richard is?”

“No, dear. I just know he isn’t in the attic.”

“How?”

“He has nowhere to hide in the attic, dear. It’s empty space. Where would a three hundred and fifty pound silver wolf hide up there?”

“You think he’s a wolf?” I asked, puzzled.

“I know he is. Without your father around, it’s safest for him to wait as a wolf. He wouldn’t want to be surprised.”

Lisa wrinkled her nose. “So he’s outside?”

“Probably. He was likely hungry and took advantage of us going out to get some fresh air and hunt. Let’s go see what your father found out from the security system.”

We found him in his office, muttering curses as he stood behind his desk, typing away at his laptop.

“Charles?”

“The alarm was engaged the entire time we were gone. No one deactivated, entered, or left the house—and none of the motion detectors outside activated. He’s got to be in the house somewhere.” My father drummed his fingers on his desk. “The question is where. I’ve checked everywhere I can think of that a wolf his size can hide.”

My mother was grinning. “Charles.”

“What?”

“You’re making assumptions.”

“If you think you know it all, dear, educate me,” my father challenged.

“You’re assuming he was in the house when we left,” she replied, leaning over the desk to kiss the tip of my father’s nose. “You’re also assuming he set that trap while we were gone.”

Running his hand through my mother’s hair, my father rumbled a pleased growl. I grumbled, shook my head, and turned my back to my flirting parents. “That’s so gross. Stop that.”

Lisa snickered, jabbing me with her elbow. “You’re just jealous. Admit it, Richard’s a looker.”

Fuming, I shoved her. “He’d make a fine rug.”

“Neither one of you may skin Richard for a rug,” my father chided. “I don’t care how soft he is.”

“You’re just mad he’s outclassed you,” my mother replied.

“Let’s just find him before someone else does,” he grumbled in reply.
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Our house was situated on a hundred acres of prime land on the fringe of Seattle’s suburbia on the border where the city ended and the wilds began. It was all woodland, giving my mother and father space to hunt without leaving the property.

Three acres was neatly trimmed yard at the back with everything situated around my father’s prized koi pond.

When Lisa shrieked, my father’s eyes blazed, but instead of his usual run, he stalked forward.

The body of a wolf lay mangled on the fringe of the mowed lawn. The Fenerec was almost as pale as Richard. It was very, very dead, it’s throat ripped out. I shuddered.

“Well,” he said, frowning, digging in his pockets to pull out his keys. “Nicolina?”

“Yes?” I asked, my hands shaking as I stared at the wolf.

“Go get the gun, load it with silver, and bring extra ammunition.” He tossed me his keys, which included the ones for his safe. “Wendy, go with her and change. Lisa, stay with me.”

I didn’t see my mother as a wolf often. Heading into the house, I went to my father’s office. I trembled as opened the gun safe. Instead of the revolver, which was always loaded with silver rounds in case of trouble, I chose my father’s Beretta in its holster. It was the gun I had learned to shoot first, and the one I practiced with when he insisted I keep up with my basic skills.

I loaded in silvered hollow point rounds, the most lethal of the Fenerec-killing ammunition we owned.

I hadn’t understood why when I was younger, when I was thrilled with the idea my father trusted me enough to teach me how to shoot a gun. He wouldn’t let Lisa get anywhere near it. As the older sister, the gun was my responsibility.

I still wasn’t sure what I thought about having killed the strange wolf in my living room. It left a bitter taste in my mouth just thinking about it.

If my father wanted me to bring a gun, he meant for me to shoot it.

I took three extra magazines with me. I stowed them in the holster’s pouches just in case I needed them.

Waiting for me at the door was my mother in her wolf form. She was mottled gray and brown, closer to that of a natural wolf, except the tips of her ears were red, as was her nose. She put her ears back, staring at gun I held in my hand even though I wore its holster around my hips.

When we came back outside, my father was kneeing beside the dead wolf, taking photographs of it on his phone. “I don’t recognize him,” he said.

“It’s not Richard, right?” Lisa asked, her voice meek.

“It’s not Richard, but Richard’s probably the one who did it,” he replied, pointing at the wolf’s throat. “Richard doesn’t waste his time with a kill. He went for the throat first. The rest was done by raking with his hind claws. A lot of wolves don’t rake like he does.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“You have to be on your back or side to do it like he does. Wendy? Want to help me show them?”

My mother huffed, sighed, and rolled onto her back. My father got on top of her, resting his hand on her neck. “Normally, if I were going for a kill, I’d come in from the side or back. Makes it harder to fight me off. Richard sometimes likes luring in his prey while on his back and side. So, if I came at him like this, going for his throat, he’d rake me with his claws to get me off.”

My mother kicked her hind paws, though she was far gentler than she would be in a real fight.

Getting up, he stepped away, getting on his hands and knees. “If Richard didn’t lay a trap like that, he went for the side and forced a roll.”

Wagging her tail and mock growling, my mother pounced on my father, snapping her teeth at his throat. She rammed into him, rolling him onto his side. Joining him on the ground, they tussled, and my mother paddled at my father’s shirt. My father laughed when she rubbed her nose against his neck.

“And that’s your lesson on why Richard is reckless—and lethal. He likes fighting dirty. He won’t do what most wolves expect. It makes him good in a fight, usually. But…”

“But he’s hurt,” Lisa whispered.

“Exactly. He’s usually a lot more thorough when ensuring a kill.”

My mother let my father up and shook herself off. She lowered her nose to the dead wolf, sniffing before lowering her head and venturing into the woods. My sister stuck walked beside me as we trailed after my father.

“What’s going on?” she hissed at me. “Why are there wolves coming after Richard?”

I could think of a lot of reasons why wolves would want Richard dead, including the fact he was insufferable, but I shrugged. If Lisa liked him, I wasn’t going to stir her ire.

It wasn’t my business who she wanted to sleep with, even if I hated him. My father liked Richard, and that was that. If Richard wanted my sister, he’d have her, and that pissed me off even more.

We found four more dead wolves, at which point my father pulled out his phone and made a call. “Sanders, it’s Desmond. Anything on the wire about missing wolves?”

There was a long pause and my father’s brows rose. “Yeah, you can do me a favor. Start calling the local Alphas for me and give me a ring back.” He hung up, shaking his head. “He doesn’t know anything.”

“Rogues?” my sister whispered.

“No, they’re a pack,” my father replied, cracking his knuckles. “A young, weak pack probably looking for a free meal ticket.”

My mother bobbed her head in agreement, lowering her nose to the ground and snuffling. She trotted deeper into the woods, waiting for us to follow her. She led us on a merry chase, finding three more dead wolves scattered among the trees.

“Richard killed them all?” I demanded, wondering how Richard, who had been too tired to be hungry could kill one Fenerec, let alone eight.

“Nicolina, do you have Richard’s phone with you?” my father asked, turning to me with a puzzled look on his face.

I did. I stowed the Beretta and pulled it out. “Yeah, I got it.”

“Call Frank and put it on speaker.”

I did.

“Hello?” Frank answered.

“It’s Desmond. Has Richard drawn on the pack today at all?”

“No, sir,” Frank replied. “He’s still got the pack mostly shut down.”

“Any problems?”

“No, sir. What’s wrong?”

“You’re in Yellowknife, right?” My father didn’t sound happy.

“Yes, sir. We’re all accounted for. Why? What’s wrong?”

“I’ve got a pack of dead wolves here, and I’m not sure if Richard killed them or not—and Wendy’s not sure either.” My father nudged the dead wolf with his foot. Like the others, it had its throat ripped out.

“Fenerec wolves?” Frank asked, alarmed.

“They were Fenerec, young ones. Too young to survive their throats being ripped out.”

Richard’s Second made a thoughtful noise. “No more than five or six years, then.”

“Old enough to think they had a chance at him,” my father confirmed. “So, I’ll ask you again, Frank. Wolf or human?”

“He’s a wolf,” Frank replied without hesitation.

“A wolf weak enough you could defy his orders.”

Frank snorted. “Mr. Desmond, I make a point of defying him at least four or five times a week. Keeps him on his toes. I can’t sense anything wrong, but he does have the pack bonds mostly shut down. All I know is that he’s a wolf and if he’s in trouble, he’s doing a really good job of hiding it. If he fought any wolves, I didn’t feel a thing while he did it. Anything I can do to help?”

“Yeah, there is. Start calling the other Seconds and see what you can learn. Sanders is on the horn with the Alphas to see if a pack has gone missing.”

“How many dead wolves?”

“Eight so far.”

“Why do you think it was Richard?”

“Clean throat kills and hind claw raking.”

“He could be doing hit and runs,” Frank said, humming. “That’s definitely his style.”

“He rakes during hit and runs?” my father asked, incredulous.

“Mr. Desmond, this is Richard we’re talking about. He drives a pink Porsche because he likes people looking at him. If he can show off, he will. I’ll start making calls,” Frank replied before hanging up.

I put Richard’s phone back in my pocket and unholstered the Beretta. “So what do we do?”

“We sweep the property and hope we run into the Richard on the way—and that he doesn’t view Wendy as a threat. If he does, Nicolina, I want you to shoot him. Just make sure you’re certain of your aim. Let’s not drag this out any more than necessary.”

The blood drained out of my face.

Maybe I didn’t like Richard Murphy, but I didn’t want to kill him.
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It was well after dark by the time we searched the entirety of our property, requiring us to go back to the house for flashlights. We found a total of fifteen wolves. The last one we found floating in the stream near the property line, ripped to shreds.

My father sucked in a breath. “Now that’s a wolf I know,” he replied, cursing. He pulled out his phone and made a call. “Sanders, I got a hit. They’re from Coulee City. I got fifteen dead wolves, and one of them is Smith. The idiot; he should’ve known better.”

They talked for a few minutes before my father hung up and sighed. “He’ll let me know when he finds out how many were in the pack, but I doubt there will be many left alive—if any.”

“What do you think happened?” Lisa whispered.

“Smith probably thought he could make a run at Richard and got a nasty surprise. Knowing Richard, he probably took Smith out first and then picked off the rest of the pack.” My father shook his head. “The exact opposite of how I would do it. But, who knows? He’s Richard. He’s unpredictable. That’s what makes him so bloody dangerous sometimes. The only good news? Richard isn’t running wild. Frank would know and tell me. Let’s go back to the house. We’re not going to find him until he’s ready to be found. His scent is all over these woods, which isn’t helping matters any.”

While I holstered the Beretta, I kept my hand on its grip. We didn’t say a word as we headed back to the house.

What sort of man was Richard Murphy, that he could kill off an entire Fenerec pack on his own?

He didn’t seem very scary, not like my father did at times.

So lost in thought, I didn’t notice the animal until I tripped over it. I squeaked, sprawling on the trail. The small, furry body wiggled beneath me. With visions of rabid raccoons flashing through my head, I scrambled up and jumped for my father, who stood still while I used him as a climbing pole. I clung to him, gasping.

“Don’t move,” my father snapped.

I froze, as did Lisa.

My mother, however, ignored my father’s command, padding up to the small, dark animal I had tripped over. With a long-suffering sigh, she grabbed the animal by the nape of its neck.

Whatever it was, it definitely wasn’t a raccoon, rabid or otherwise. Lisa pointed her flashlight at it, careful not to shine it in our mother’s eyes.

“It’s a dog,” Lisa said, laughing at me. “You tripped over a stray.”

It was black, darker than the night. It looked more like a puppy to me, especially in the way it tucked it’s paws and tail while my mother held it in her jaws.

“A stray,” my father muttered, and after dislodging me and setting me down on my feet, he crouched in front of my mother. He reached out, grabbing the dog’s muzzle. Once he secured his grip, my mother let the stray go. My father cradled the puppy in an arm.

Stray dogs came around our house all of the time; they liked our property—either that, or they felt secure from the wild predators that hunted them. Most predators weren’t stupid enough to come too close to my father and mother. As fast as Father chased the dogs away, another came, though the same one never came back twice.

It was the first time I’d seen a puppy, though.

“You’re not going to hurt it, are you?” Lisa whispered.

He snorted. “Of course not. Let’s go back to the house. The place is going to be crawling with Inquisitors soon enough.”
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Sanders came with several of his pack and a lot of other people I didn’t know.

I shivered when I saw him, but he hadn’t brought any of the Fenerec who had kidnapped me with him. When Sanders saw my father holding the black puppy, he arched a brow, pulled out his cell, and snapped a photograph. “The infamous Charles Desmond is cuddling a sleeping puppy. No one will believe it if I don’t take a picture.”

My father surprised me with his chuckle. “Text it to me.”

“You got it. Where are the bodies?”

“Littering the back woods. Smith’s on the north border of the property line in the stream.”

“Think Richard did it?”

“Almost certainly. Be careful. While I don’t think there aren’t any more out there, I don’t know.”

“There won’t be. Coulee City had fifteen Fenerec, Smith included.”

My father sighed. “As if Richard wasn’t already egotistical enough. He’s got good reason to strut around after this stunt.”

“Desmond?”

“What?”

“Are you aware you’re covered in glitter?”

My father snarled, and Sanders made his escape to the back of the property, laughing. Carrying the puppy inside, another first that left me baffled, my father headed to the kitchen, dumped the animal in the sink, and grabbed the faucet, extending it. My mouth dropped open as he poured a liberal amount of dish soap onto the dog and turned on the water.

“Dad!” Lisa squealed, as did the puppy.

“What?” he asked, keeping the squirming animal pinned with one hand while he rubbed in the soap with the other. “He’s filthy. I am not allowing a filthy dog in my house.”

“You don’t use dish soap on dogs,” she scolded, stomping her foot.

He paused, arching a brow. “What do you propose I use, then?”

“Shampoo?” I suggested.

He glared at me. “Shampoo. And how does that differ from dish soap? It’s soap. If this stuff is good enough for your mom’s hands, it’s good enough for him. Go make yourself useful, Lisa. Go get a towel. Nicolina, put the gun back in the safe where it belongs.”

When I returned, my father was still scrubbing away at the puppy, who rested his chin on the sink and sighed. While we had a large sink, he barely fit. With his fur wet, the animal looked gaunt, probably weighing far less than I had initially thought.

“It’s put away,” I announced, depositing my father’s keys on the counter.

My sister returned with a towel and the hair drier. “Can we keep him?”

The question earned her a scowl from our father. “No.”

“So we have to get rid of him?”

My sister was whining, and nothing good came from my sister whining. I backed up, which caught my father’s attention. “Girls, grab a stool and have a seat.”

Confused, I obeyed, sitting on the other side of the counter while my father worked at washing away all of the suds. When he finished, he checked his handiwork. “Towel.”

Lisa tossed it to him, and my father draped it over the puppy. “Shake.”

My mouth dropped open when the animal obeyed, and instead of spraying water all over the kitchen, kept it contained to the towel. “Is that a Fenerec? That little thing?”

“Good girl, you’re learning.” My father rubbed the towel over the puppy’s fur.

The puppy—the Fenerec—was still soaking wet.

“But he’s a puppy,” Lisa said, her tone as astonished as I felt.

“Amazing,” my father replied. “Brush and hair drier. And raid the closet for more towels, please.”

“I have towels,” my mother said, making her appearance. She was in her pajamas, stifling a yawn. “Get the hair dryer from the upstairs guest bathroom, Lisa.”

My mother spread a towel out on the counter. My father lifted the Fenerec out of the sink and sat him on it. With a yawn that displayed all of his teeth, the Fenerec flopped onto his side.

When Lisa returned, my father set the dryer aside, taking up one of the towels and rubbing the Fenerec down. I tensed, waiting for him to try to bite, but he lay still and quiet.

“How can one wolf kill fifteen?” my sister demanded. 

“A wolf can, if he’s smart.”

“But Richard’s huge. He’s much bigger than those other wolves,” my sister protested.

My father nodded. “Didn’t look like a big animal had killed them, right?”

“Right,” my sister replied.

He pointed at the little black Fenerec. “Here’s your killer.”

Lisa gawked, as did I. “But that’s not Richard, Dad. He’s… so tiny.”

“He’s also black,” I pointed out. “Richard’s silver.”

“Go ahead, Nicolina. Scratch his chin.”

I hesitated, staring at my mother. She chuckled and nodded.

The smooth, silky, sinfully soft texture of his fur was my first clue that my father was telling the truth. With a low groan, the Fenerec went completely limp in the same shameless way Richard had when I had first seen him as a wolf.

“No way,” I blurted, yanking my hand back. “But he’s black.”

“It’s his summer coat,” my father said, stroking his hand along Richard’s side. The glitter that adhered to the Fenerec’s coat twinkled like stars. “People like calling him the Silvered Wolf, since in winter his coat is silver, and in the spring it starts to tarnish. In late summer and fall, it turns black. When he sheds for winter, it’s back to silver. I didn’t believe it myself until I saw it with my own eyes. To add to his vanity, he can, when the need is sufficient, shift his coat—and his size. Your mother and I can shift our sizes as well, but bigger is usually better and more natural for us. It’s difficult to do, so unless we’re facing off against an entire pack and need speed and stealth, we don’t do it. He had reason. Anyway, black is easier to hide in the trees than metallic silver.”

“Which is exactly what he needed. He’d never win a fight against so many if he let them gang up on him,” my mother added.

“So he killed the pack’s Alpha first?” Lisa asked.

Richard yawned and stretched out his front paws. I poked at his toes, which he splayed.

“If it were me, I would have hunted down the submissive wolves in the pack first. The death of a pack member hurts the entirety of the pack, and it’s the job of an Alpha to protect their wolves,” my father said, his tone soft and gentle. “The more submissive the wolf killed, the more it hurts the Alpha. He probably saved Smith for last or near to last. With so many of his pack dead, he probably didn’t even put up a fight.”

My eyes widened.

I had killed one of Richard’s wolves. Had that hurt him? When I stared into the living room where I had shot the black and white Fenerec, my mother caught my eye and shook her head.

Unable to leave it alone, I asked, “Is that why he stayed a wolf for so long? Because of his wolf. The one I…”

My father reached over and pressed his finger to my lips. “He stayed a wolf because he was tired. He is still tired. I expect he’ll stay a wolf for a few more days. This time, however, no one will bother him, not once word spreads that he wiped out the Coulee City Pack entirely on his own. He’s not weak, and he has shown it. Hopefuls are going to think twice now before trying him. You have a flight in the morning. Go get some sleep. I’m expecting perfection on your exams, Miss Nicolina.”

I sighed, sliding off of the stool. “Yes, sir.”

“He’ll probably make a nice pillow if you want to take him to bed with you,” my father suggested, smirking at me.

I clenched my teeth, glaring at my father.

“You’ve always wanted a puppy,” he continued, watching Richard. “Last chance to have one for a night. He’ll probably even play with you.”

“Don’t be mean, Charles,” my mother chided.

“Fine,” I hissed, grabbing Richard and sliding him across the counter to me. He squirmed and wiggled, stretching his paws and head in my father’s direction. When my father didn’t intervene, Richard whined. Grabbing his scruff, I held him down and grabbed a dry towel. Wrapping the Fenerec in it, I picked him up. Richard really didn’t weigh much. “If you bite me, I swear I will have you stuffed. You will forever decorate my room.”

Richard warbled at my father and was once again ignored. I carried him upstairs. My first act of revenge was to roll him in the pile of glitter in the hallway before taking him to my room. If I had to put up with glitter spread all over the house, at least it would be on my terms.

I shut and locked the door before raiding my closest for a sundress. It wasn’t pink, but it would do. It was yellow and had plenty of frilly ribbons. I had worn it once more than a year ago, and I hated it almost as much as the Fenerec I planned inflicting it on.

Richard retreated towards the corner, whining with his tail tucked between his legs as I stalked after him.

“Playtime,” I announced, and unable to resist the urge, I laughed.
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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.
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While Nicolina is relieved to have survived her first quarter at Stanford, there are still a few surprises left in store for her, leaving her with a lot more questions than answers… and an extra mouth to feed.
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Richard’s worst fears come to pass when Nicolina’s plane crashes, leaving him to control her parents or witness two of North America’s most dangerous Fenerec rampage through a crowded airport.
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In Richard’s desperation to dominate Desmond and his mate, he has done far more harm to himself than anyone ever suspected. With his human half in trouble and fading fast, it falls to his wolf to find a way to save them both. To make matters worse, it’s Christmas Eve, and Richard’s past once again comes back to haunt him.
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With Richard recovering, there’s some hope of salvaging their normal Christmas rituals, but her father’s plan sweeps Nicolina up into her worst nightmare—one where she’s a bartering chip held by none other than the Silvered Wolf.




The Games Wolves Play




Richard and his wolf are delighted to have Nicolina for their own for at least several days, but when his parents show up, their fun and games take a lethal turn.
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Tangles




Between her father’s plans to subject her to a trip to Yellowknife and the matted ruins of her hair, Nicolina’s life has become a tangled mess. When help comes from an unexpected source, she’s forced to look at herself and her worst enemy in a different light.
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When an Inquisition witch shows up to take Richard into custody, Nicolina once again proves he has a lot to learn about Desmond’s daughter.




Striking a Deal




Dealing with the devil has its risks, but when Nicolina strikes a bargain with Richard Murphy, she fears she has bitten off more than she can chew.




In Hot Water




What should have been a relaxing side trip to the mountain springs lands Richard in hot water.




Breaking Point




Everyone has a breaking point, and Nicolina Desmond is no different. When her father crosses the line one too many times, an impulsive decision results in her teaming up with Richard Murphy for some good old-fashioned payback. The only problem? Their opponents are three of North America’s most dangerous wolves and the entirety of Richard’s pack.
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The Power of a Word




Despite all of her efforts and carefully cultivated hatred for Richard Murphy, Nicolina Desmond craves his company—and more. Determined to choose her own fate, she puts Richard to the test, and discovers what sort of man he is.




Bonds




Richard prepares himself for a lifetime of hunting Nicolina so he might claim her as his mate. However, Desmond’s daughter has plans of her own, and he has once again become her prey.




The Value of a Life




With the full moon on the rise, Nicolina has more than thralled wolves to worry about. Fearing what her father will do if he ever learns she has staked her claim on Yellowknife’s Alpha, she hides her love and affection for Richard in the only way she knows how. To mask their mingling scents, she unleashes a cologne apocalypse in his bedroom.




With her new mate hunting with his wolves, she takes the opportunity to get to know his brother. But when a jealous wolf bent on destroying what Richard holds dear comes calling, Nicolina must decide for herself the true value of a life—and whether or not she is willing to kill to protect those her mate loves. 




Shattered




Richard’s worst nightmare has come true. No longer able to feel his brother in the pack bonds and fearing for his mate’s life, he relinquishes control of Yellowknife’s pack to Desmond, hoping he’s not too late to save what little of his family he has left.




In order to save his brother, Nicolina has killed once again. This time, however, she has shattered under the strain of taking another’s life. Should Richard make a single mistake, he may be left as the lone survivor—or fall victim to her silver bullets.
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Witch & Wolf, Book 2




When Nicole dabbled in the occult, she lost it all: Her voice, her family, and her name. Now on the run from the Inquisition, she must prove to herself—and the world—that not all wizards are too dangerous to let live. 




The savage murder of a bookstore employee throws Nicole into the middle of Inquisition business, like it or not. Driven by her inability to save the young man’s life, she decides to hunt the killer on her own. Using forbidden magic to investigate the past, she learns that the murderer is in fact a disease that could kill the entire werewolf race. 




Forced to choose between saving lives and preserving her own, Nicole embraces the magic that sent her into exile. Without werewolves, the power of the Inquisition would dwindle, and she could live without being hunted. 




Nicole’s only hope for success lies in the hands of the werewolves she hates and the Inquisition she fears, but finding someone to trust is only the beginning of her problems. There are those who want to ensure that the werewolves go extinct and that the Inquisition falls. 




But, if she fails to find a cure, her family—including her twin sister—will perish…




Chapter One




I slammed my car’s door, spun on a heel, and swore I would have a perfectly normal visit to the mall. All I needed was one little book. Even I could walk into a bookstore, pick up a novel, and leave without causing any trouble.

This time I wouldn’t blow out the lights. There wouldn’t be a single power surge. I wouldn’t turn on every unplugged device in the electronics store on my way across the mall. In the ten minutes it would take me to get in and out, the only thing anyone would notice about me was the fact that I wore a high-collared sweater in late summer. I had a mission, and I would complete it without fail. The novel my agent insisted I read would be mine.

For a long moment, I considered turning around and getting back into my car. Dominic would forgive me if I didn’t start reading the book until tomorrow. I could call in a favor and ask someone to pick up a copy for me. Then I definitely wouldn’t run any risk of blowing anything up. If I had been smart, I would’ve just ordered the damned thing on the internet, but I had waited too long.

Fishing my cell out of my pocket, I unlocked the screen with a swipe of my finger. The charging icon mocked me. Despite running every battery-draining app I could find, the battery held a full charge. I opened another app, a devilish program capable of killing the battery in ten minutes. It wouldn’t, not with me around, but if I was too busy keeping my phone topped up, maybe my mall shopping trip would prove to be mundane.

I shook my head, laughing at my foolishness.

No one would notice my phone. No one would notice me for more than a second. They’d notice my clothes, and then they’d file me away as yet another weirdo wearing something strange to catch attention. L.A. was full of people like that.

I had no reason to worry. Even if I managed to embarrass myself yet again by losing control of my powers, no one would know I was the cause of unplugged electronics turning on or unusual power surges. 

Straightening my shoulders, I fixed my eyes on the line of glass doors and marched my way across the parking lot.

In and out. No blown lights. No power surges. No feeding power to unplugged electrical devices. No charging batteries for strangers. I was in control, and I would charge only my phone.

Making my way to the entry, I paused long enough to hold the door for a little old lady who insisted on making her way through the regular doors despite her walker. I couldn’t blame her. If I lived to be her age, I wouldn’t want to rely on automatic doors either.

She thanked me with a pat on the arm. Flashing her my best smile, I slipped inside.

Nothing happened.

Perfect.

I could handle ten minutes in the crowded corridors. Maybe if I told myself that enough times, I’d believe it.

I stuck to the center of the hallway, dodging kiosks as I worked my way to the bookstore. Despite being so near to closing time, the place was busy, leaving me to navigate a sea of bodies. I considered stopping at one of the jewelry kiosks. There was something appealing about the humble, cheaper baubles, but I didn’t quite dare.

In and out. No stops, not even to admire the gemstones twinkling under the display lamps. This time, I wasn’t going to break anything, not even a single light.

When I reached the bookstore, I paused at one of the display tables, staring down at the cover of some thriller novel. Picking it up, I pretended to read the back. I focused my attention on the hum of electricity around me. First, I heard—and felt—the lights overhead. Power radiated from them, their glow bleeding energy and heat. Then I felt my cell phone, siphoning energy from me like some inanimate, modern-day vampire. Its little battery hungered, desiring everything I could give it and more. It wanted to be charged.

One by one, I became aware of all of the little devices around me. Almost everyone in the store had a phone. Dormant devices, from reading lights to mobile chargers, littered the tables. One woman browsing books nearby had four battery-powered devices in her purse. One was a phone, and like mine, it hungered. Its need was strong; its battery waned to the point of failure.

If I wanted, I could charge it for her.

No one would notice if I did. Maybe the woman would wonder how her phone hadn’t died before she got home. It only had a few minutes left. It’d take me all of ten seconds to fix it for her. If I did, I wouldn’t be so aware of it. But to do so, I’d have to touch her—or her phone. Some things I could manipulate without having a direct conduit, but cell phone batteries were tricky, greedy things.

I cringed a little, setting the thriller book down. I picked up the next nearest title. I flipped it over, not reading the text on the back. Did I dare? Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the woman browsing through the books. All it would take was a few seconds. I could charge it without her noticing.

That was one thing I was actually good at.

I put the novel I held down and wandered to the same table, careful not to look at her. Book by book, I investigated the titles, circling to where she stood. With luck, she wouldn’t even notice me; if she did, I’d just have to pretend I was a people-person, acting the role and hiding the real me beneath the thin veneer of a lie.

“You’re Nicole Thomas, aren’t you? The actress. You’re her.” My quarry appraised me with a pleased expression.

People normally recognized the mainliners, people with beautiful faces and voices to match, people who didn’t avoid crowds.

In short, people other than me.
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