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Tales of the Winter Wolf, Volume Two







Charmed




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.




Crash and Burn




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.




Wild Wolf




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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I loved tests.

My father blamed my Fenerec heritage; tests were challenges of skill and wit instead of strength. My sister thought I was insane, and for once, I was inclined to agree with her. While my classmates fretted, I basked in the anticipation of once again proving I was worthy of my spot at Stanford.

If I didn’t ace the exams and pull a perfect GPA, my father was going to skin me alive. I shivered.

If he was particularly annoyed, he might even try to pull me from university, something he assured me at least once a week he could do if he really wanted to. While appeasing his relentless need for perfection was necessary, I wasn’t aiming for the Dean’s List for his sake.

It was for mine.

I hadn’t bought my way into the university. Stanford didn’t throw scholarships at everyone, and if I wanted to afford attending without needing my father’s help, I had to keep my grades up.

After what had happened the disastrous week before the exams, I wasn’t sure if I’d succeed. It was bad enough that I had to wear a scarf to cover the bruises around my throat. Some of my professors didn’t approve of my sudden absence, and they weren’t afraid to tell me about it.

If I heard another lecture about the responsibilities of university students, I was going to kill somebody.

My last examination of the quarter was the hardest one of the lot, but at the same time, I looked forward to it. I liked math. It had rules, logic, and promised a challenge. Numbers told stories, and statistics was all about finding the truth hidden underneath the stories the numbers told.

Maybe I was a lot more like my father than I wanted to admit. It was a hunt, pure and simple. Instead of rabbits, I stalked solutions to problems, and I liked winning.

When it was finished, I was exhausted. I almost considered just sprawling over my desk and taking a nap; it wouldn’t be the first time a student had done that this year after an exam. Grumbling, I pushed my chair away and stood so I wouldn’t end up the laughing stock of the day. I was the only student left in the room.

My professor, who insisted we call him Sam, waved me over. He’d been one of the few not to scold me yet. I tensed at the thought of another lecture, approaching his desk warily. “Sir?” I asked.

“Sam,” he corrected.

“Dr. Sam,” I murmured, earning a glare from him.

“Someone left this for you before the examinations and asked me to give it to you when you left.” Pulling a white box wrapped with pink ribbons out from beneath his desk, he offered it to me.

I blinked, accepting it from him with a puzzled frown. “What’s this?”

“I’d say it’s a corsage box, Miss Desmond. See you next quarter,” he replied, waving me away with a flick of his hand. I tucked the box under my arm, flushing from embarrassment.

Sending a corsage was a stunt my father would pull just to embarrass me. Grabbing my bag, I headed out the door. Too curious to wait until I made it home to my apartment, I ducked into the nearest bathroom, double checked to make certain I was alone, and opened the box.

Curled silver ribbons surrounded a single pink rose. Sucking in a breath, I lifted it out of the box. A fine silver chain dangled from the flower. Hanging from the end was a silver charm matching my bracelet, but the rose was fashioned of red gold. A glittering yellow gem was buried in its heart. When I flipped the corsage over, the chain was attached to the clasp of a black and silver choker, which was firmly tied to a silver hair clip so the corsage could be worn in my hair.

I touched my fingers to my throat. My neck was still too bruised to wear the choker, unless I wanted to show everyone irrefutable proof of what had happened last week. At least the marks were already starting to heal.

I checked the box, but there was no note indicating who it was from. Humming thoughtfully, I shrugged, grabbed the scrunchy containing my hair in a messy bun, and gave it a yank. It took ten minutes to get the corsage clipped into place over my ear.

While my fingers didn’t make a very effective brush for my hair, which fell down my back to my waist, I tamed it enough for my satisfaction before tucking the empty box into my bag and making my way across campus. I was halfway to my apartment when one of the girls from my Statistics class ran up to join me.

Carla circled me with the ruthless intensity of a shark. As a second-year student, she didn’t spend too much time with me, Stanford’s oddity. When she did talk to me, it was either a hello, goodbye, or a compliment about what I was wearing.

Her eyes fixed on the corsage. “You have a secret admirer,” she said, grinning. As was her way, she touched without asking, something that drove me insane. She ran the chain and attached charm between her fingers. “It’s really pretty, Nicolina.”

I flushed at the thought of having a secret admirer—something I doubted ever would happen while I was at Stanford and the youngest student on campus. “Sure, that’s likely to happen. It’ll rain men first,” I predicted.

She laughed. “When it does, call me.”

I hesitated, not sure how friendly Carla actually wanted to be. “I don’t have your number.”

While most girls kept their phones stashed in their purse, I kept mine in my pocket, and Carla knew it. She dug for it while I squeaked a protest. Once she claimed my cell, she swiped her finger across the display, only to be thwarted by the passcode screen. Turning to me, she made an impatient gesture.

Considering it was the closest I’d gotten to having a real conversation with another girl at Stanford, I shuffled my bag to one arm and unlocked the device for her.

Moments later, after typing away at my phone, she shoved the phone back into my pocket. “Now you have my number. Fair’s fair,” she declared, holding out hers after unlocking the display.

“Fair’s fair,” I agreed, setting my bag down so I could enter my contact info. “It’s probably from my father.”

“Secret admirer,” Carla countered, stooping to pick up my bag. “Are you done with your exams for the year?”

“Last one was Statistics. You?”

“Free at last,” she replied. “Hey, you don’t live on campus, do you?”

“My place is down the street.”

“I’m having a party in my dorm in a few hours. Want to come?”

I gaped at her in astonishment. “Me?”

Draping her arm across my shoulders, Carla steered me in the direction of the street. “Sure. It’ll be fun. We might go see if any of the boys are doing anything later. The others are curious about you, but you know, you’re so quiet and vanish after class like a ghost. If it weren’t for the fact we see you hiding in the back of the room, we wouldn’t believe you actually exist!”

Reality came crashing down on me, and I sighed. In six hours, I had a flight back home to Seattle, and if I missed it because of a dorm party, my father was going to come to Stanford and murder me. “I have to catch a nine o’clock flight home,” I said, slumping as we walked.

“That’s rough. Hey, I’ll walk you home. That okay? Maybe next time for the party.”

“Sure,” I said, reclaiming my bag. “I’d like that.”

“Great. I’ll come calling, just you wait. And if it does start raining men, you have my number.”

I laughed so I wouldn’t wince or cry.

Why did I have to think about Richard and his stupid comment? He was right, and that pissed me off even more. Even if I could go to Carla’s party, I’d ruin it for everyone; the college boys wanted nothing to do with me. I was either too smart or too young or too something, and they avoided me like I had the plague because of it. Determined not to let Richard’s opinions ruin my chance to make a friend, I forced a smile. “Where are you from?”

“Los Angeles. You?”

“Seattle. When do you head home?”

“I’m leaving tomorrow morning. I’ll be driving.”

I wished I could drive back to Seattle, but while my father had grudgingly allowed me to get my license, after crashing Sanders’s van a week ago, I doubt he’d let me behind the wheel of anything again until I turned eighteen.

He had zero tolerance for drinking and driving—or doing anything reckless at all while driving. I had broken all of his rules in one fell swoop and was still waiting for the ax to fall about it. With my luck, the repair and tow bill for the vehicle would be waiting for me when I got home.

“Any ideas who your secret admirer might be?” Carla asked, once again toying with my corsage. “The charm is really pretty. I didn’t even know they made them like that.”

“I didn’t either. I bought the bracelet because I liked the moonstone,” I admitted, lifting my arm so she could see the silver encircling my wrist.

“Oh, that’s really pretty. It’s going to look great on the bracelet.”

“Thanks.” I thought about who could be the secret admirer, if it wasn’t my father. Unable to think of a single name, I shrugged. There was only one boy I had spoken to for more than a few minutes, and that was Harold, and only because we had been lab partners. “I had a lab with Harold… Turcott? I think his last name is Turcott.”

Carla wrinkled her nose. “Turcott. Yeah, I know him. He’s a creep. You don’t want him. You want Alan from our Statistics class. He’s the black-haired boy in the front row. He skipped a year. He’s only seventeen, so he’s right up your alley. He’s a looker, too.”

I wasn’t aware I had an alley, but I was intrigued by the idea I wasn’t the only underage teen in the school. “Huh. Alan, is it? I’ll watch out for him.”

It was weird heading home with someone. No one was stupid enough to cause trouble near the university so close to where Stanford’s Alpha lived. While Pedro owned the building I lived in, he chose to stay in the villa next door, something my father approved of.

With an Alpha Fenerec so close by, I was as safe as my father could make me without lurking outside my apartment each night. My apartment was on the second floor in the coveted corner facing the west side, which offered me a view of the campus and the sunset. Carla whistled as I held open the door for her.

Maybe the marble floors with gold leafing on the crowning was a bit much, but Fenerec didn’t believe in short cuts.

“Damn, girl. You’re loaded.”

I snorted, pressing the button for the elevator. “My father is, and he makes me pay off every last cent of rent. I wanted a cheaper place, but I couldn’t find one so close to campus.”

“No kidding. Most of us either stay in the dorms or we have places farther out because it’s cheaper. Martha lives in San Francisco, and she’s always complaining about the commute.”

“Martha?”

“The red head in Statistics. You’ll like her. You won’t meet a nicer girl. I’d say prettier, but I have a feeling once you ditch the sweaters and scarves and do something with your hair, you’ll be a strong contender.” Carla grinned at me, dancing her way out of the elevator when it reached the second floor. “Who knew you had such long, pretty hair tied up in those messy buns you like. Come on, girl. With a head like that, you have to show it off. I almost didn’t recognize you with it down and wearing the flower clip.”

I followed at a more dignified and sedate pace, coming to a halt when I saw Stanford’s Alpha outside of my apartment. Leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest, Pedro made an imposing figure.

Carla backpedalled, her eyes wide. “Who is that hunk?” she hissed at me.

Hunk? I hesitated, wondering what she was talking about. He was Pedro; he was tall, had dark hair to go with his tan, and while I didn’t think he was ugly, I didn’t think he was all that easy on the eyes, either.

He had the sharp edge most Fenerec had, and that was enough to warn me off. It didn’t help matters he was my godfather. Once, I had called him my dogfather, which had earned me a spanking from my father.

“His name’s Pedro. He’s my landlord,” I replied before bracing myself to deal with my father’s friend. “Pedro? Is something up?”

Pushing away from the wall, he stalked towards us, his gaze focused on Carla. She froze as most did when encountering a Fenerec for the first time. The wolf-yellow gleam in his eyes worried me. He halted in front of us, sweeping into a bow. “Mademoiselle, it is an honor to meet you,” he murmured.

There was something seriously wrong with a Spaniard using French to woo my classmate. I groaned, barely resisting the urge to slap my forehead, remembering it was the start of the winter rut.

No matter what Carla said about me, she was the pretty one—and she was over eighteen. I should’ve known better. In the hopes I wouldn’t end up watching them flirt outside of my apartment, I said, “Pedro, this is Carla. She’s a classmate.”

Mate was the wrong word to say around a Fenerec during winter. Pedro arched a brow at me, grinning. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Carla.”

“The pleasure’s mine,” Carla whispered, her eyes still wide.

I wondered if she was the fainting type and if I liked her enough to catch her if she melted into a puddle at Pedro’s feet. “What do you need, Pedro? I have to head to the airport in a few hours.”

“I’m aware. I’m the one driving you there, Cariña. Your father sent you something. Please, deal with him so he will leave me alone,” Pedro complained, opening the door into my apartment. “Please don’t scream.”

I tensed, immediately on guard and uncertain if I wanted to find out what was in my apartment. “Pedro, why would I scream?”

“He allowed your sister a kitten and felt you needed to likewise be engaged with a pet. As I do not allow dogs or cats in my building, he… got creative.”

I shook my head, backing away. “No way. He did not get my sister a kitten. I hate cats, Pedro. Hate them. You hear me? If he got her a kitten, I am not getting on that flight. Not happening. It is not happening.”

Carla laughed. “You’re afraid of cats!”

“I’m not!” I flushed, realizing I had squealed the denial.

Pedro cheated. Before I could make my escape, he knocked my legs out from under me with one arm, catching my back with the other as I started to fall. I shrieked, dropping my bag and wrapping my arms around his neck. “Pedro!”

“We are family friends,” Pedro explained to Carla, sweeping into my apartment. “I’ve known her since she was just a little thing, terrorizing her father from the moment she could crawl.”

At the rate I was going, my face was going to burst into flames. “Pedro!”

“And here is your new pet,” Pedro announced, setting me on my feet in my living room. An aquarium took up a corner of my apartment near the window, easily three feet wide and on a stand that put it at eye level with me.

A pink fuzzy spider stared at me with its beady little eyes. It wasn’t entirely pink, but its bright legs offset the black and silver of its body. It was creepy, it was crawly, it had eight legs, and as if sensing I was about to scream, it skittered into hiding beneath a log in its glassy prison.

It wasn’t much larger than a quarter, and I already had visions of it walking over my face while I tried to sleep.

“That is so cool!” Carla said, bumping against me in her eagerness to peer through the glass. “Is that a tarantula?”

It was a living nightmare, but I kept my mouth shut. I wanted to run and hide in my room, slam the door, and not emerge until the next quarter started.

“Yes. He is a Mexican Pink,” Pedro said, sounding as proud as a father with a newborn. “When your father told me you were to have a pet, as your sister had conned him into a kitten, I suggested him. He will be affectionate, and he won’t throw hairs at you often, and he’ll only bite if you’re mean to him. I’ll care for him while you’re at home and teach you to care for him when you return. He also sends this to you,” Pedro said, shoving his hand into his pocket and pulling out a small jewelry box, which he gave to me.

Inside was another charm for my bracelet, fashioned to match my brand new living nightmare.

“Your dad is so cool,” Carla said, her eyes fixed on the spider. As though sensing he had an admirer, he skittered out of his hiding place.

The tarantula had at least as many eyes as it had legs. A shudder coursed through me. “If you want my father, you are welcome to fly to Seattle. I’ll drive to Los Angeles. No one will notice.”

Pedro laughed, patting my shoulder. “What will you name him?”

I narrowed my eyes at Pedro. “My father really got my sister a kitten?”

Pulling out his phone, he showed me a picture sent from my father. I sighed as the weight of defeat settled over me. The kitten was black and fit inside the palm of my sister’s hand. Its eyes weren’t even open, and Lisa had it pressed to her cheek, grinning from ear to ear with blissful delight.

Carla rested her chin on my shoulder to have a look at the image. “You have a twin?”

“Unfortunately. Ah, Kitty Killer!” I announced, pointing at the spider. “His name is Kitty Killer, because I don’t think Father will let me feed my sister to him.”

“You are not naming such a majestic creature Kitty Killer,” Pedro scolded, putting his phone away.

“Majestic?” I squinted at the tarantula. “Do you think it’s big enough to eat the cat?”

“Poor Cariña, I’m afraid not. Do you like him?”

Fenerec could smell lies, I reminded myself. I drew a deep breath, held it, and let it out in a sigh as I took a closer look at my new roommate. The color of Kitty Killer’s legs reminded me of Richard’s car and his ridiculous tie. “I like his color,” I declared, and because it was the truth, Pedro grinned at me, bending down to kiss my forehead.

It didn’t change the fact my father was going to pay for his crimes, one way or another.
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I think Carla liked Kitty Killer more than she liked me, but I didn’t mind. She spent the next hour glued to the aquarium, cooing at the tarantula.

As if sensing I was seriously considering making a run for the border, Pedro hung around and helped me pack for my trip back to Seattle. Once my classmate left, he closed the door, clicking his tongue at me.

“You would run, he would chase, and we would both be scolded—you for thinking you could outwit him, and me for allowing you to try. No, Cariña, you fly to Seattle tonight.”

“I could swap tickets at the airport. Rome. How about Rome? Do you think he’d find me if I went there? How about Timbuktu? I hear it’s nicer than Seattle in the winter,” I replied, throwing one of my shirts at my suitcase with more force than necessary. “Give me a break, Pedro. You know how much I hate cats. Why would he let her keep a cat when I couldn’t have a dog?”

“You know why,” Pedro chided. “Puppies should obey their fathers.”

“Didn’t like Carla?” I taunted, turning the tables, knowing full well Pedro didn’t have a mate.

“I would compete every day against my friends, and that would not do,” he replied, the image of Fenerec dignity. “I’d welcome you to remain for the winter, but your father would have me for a rug.”

I snorted. Pedro was about the only unmated Fenerec male I didn’t have to worry about. Maybe I classified as eligible, but not to him. Both my sister and I would never be anything more than goddaughters to him, and I liked it that way.

“What about Madagascar?” I pressed, shoving the rest of my clothing into the case before beginning the inevitable fight with its zipper. Pedro stepped on it to help flatten it while I wrangled it closed. “Maybe I could just fly to Florida, then he wouldn’t have cause to complain I left the country. Wait, I could go to Canada. It hardly counts as international, right?”

“How about Seattle? I hear it’s lovely in the winter, and your mother would be quite disappointed if you weren’t there for Christmas.”

I scowled. “Don’t you play that card, Pedro. That’s cheating. He let my sister have a cat.”

“I have a picture of you sleeping with a puppy, who for some reason was covered in glitter and wearing one of your dresses,” Pedro countered.

“Richard does not count as a puppy!” I shrieked. Realizing what I had said, I slapped my hands over my mouth. “Shit.”

“The dress might have been a bit much, don’t you think?”

I coughed, biting my lip. I shook my head.

Grinning at me, Pedro sat on the edge of my bed. “You fly to Seattle tonight, but that doesn’t mean you can’t fly out of Seattle once you arrive, Cariña. Your father needs his tail pulled from time to time. It’s good for him.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What’s the catch?”

“Catch? Why would there be a catch?”

“You don’t do anything without my father agreeing to it.”

“From time to time I do,” he protested, holding up his hands. “And anyway, I wouldn’t be doing anything against his wishes. I told him I would ensure that you were on the flight heading to Seattle, not that I would make certain that you didn’t do something reckless, foolhardy, and stubborn upon your arrival.”

I snorted. “It won’t work. He’ll just team up with Richard.”

“Then I’m afraid you will simply have to fly to Seattle and cope with the misfortune of your sister’s kitten. Don’t worry, you have a few weeks before it’ll turn into a vicious, purring monster capable of chasing after you.”

Shuddering, I dragged my suitcase towards the front door. “Teach Kitty Killer to do something cool like jump at the glass if he sees a cat,” I demanded.

“Must you name him that?” Pedro complained.

“Yes. His name is Kitty Killer. He’s my spider, and that’s his name.”

“You are as stubborn as the one who sired you. Very well. I shall attempt to teach Kitty Killer to dislike felines as much as you do. It’ll be difficult, but I shall try.”

“Are you sure I can’t go to Rome?”

“I’m sure, Miss Nicolina. Now if you’ve finished delaying, I should get you to the airport.”
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Somehow, I was certain my sister’s kitten was responsible for the plane flopping onto the runway instead of rolling to a graceful halt like it should have done. It must have escaped my sister, climbed into the landing gear, and used its tiny little claws and teeth to break the plane.

Touchdown was a gentle bump, which was followed by a not-so-gentle crunch. Planes weren’t supposed to thump, grind, or slide sideways, but mine did all three. They definitely weren’t supposed to buck, and despite all of the safety precautions, I cracked my forehead into the seat in front of me, clipping the hard edge of the plastic tray. Sharp pain lanced through my head and down my spine, curling my toes in my shoes.

When it finally did come to a stop, somewhere after the end of the runway, I drummed my fingers against my cheek, wincing as I touched something wet and warm. The last thing I needed was more bumps, bruises, and cuts.

I sighed while chaos erupted in the cabin around me, grateful I had a window seat somewhere between the emergency exits. My seat mate was a screamer, and in her desperation to get out of the plane, she crawled right over the poor guy with the aisle seat.

At that moment, with hundreds of people swarming towards the same place, I wanted nothing more than to go back to my apartment and keep my spider company. Maybe it was creepy and crawly and made me want to scream when it wiggled its fuzzy legs, but at least it was contained behind glass and didn’t make a lot of noise.

My airline must have sorted passengers by how likely they were to panic, grouped the ones most likely to freak out all together, and assigned me to their flight. I couldn’t really blame them; where there was smoke there was fire, and the air was thick with it. Shrieking my head off like a banshee wasn’t going to change matters any. An additional body jostling for the exit wasn’t going to make it any easier to get out of the plane, either.

So, sighing my resignation, I waited until most of the others were off before unbuckling and violating every safety precaution in the safety lectures to grab my bag out from under my seat. If they thought I was leaving my laptop with all of my schoolwork on it for someone to paw over—or melt into useless scrap when the plane finally decided to burst into a giant fireball—they were nuts.

If they even tried to take it from me, I was in the mood for a fight, and I wasn’t above finding out if biting someone was a satisfying way of inflicting pain.

The stewardess took one look at me, shook her head, and didn’t say a word about my bag. Hopping out of the plane via its wing sounded more fun than exiting through the back, so I went that way. The plane had tilted, the wing busted up enough the yellow emergency slide wasn’t even needed to reach the ground. I eyed the angle, shrugged, and slid down the wing on my heels, startling the ground crewmember at the bottom, who slapped his arm across my stomach in his panicked effort to slow my descent.

“Careful,” he scolded.

I snorted, adjusted my bag strap on my shoulder, and sidestepped the emergency responder who made a grab for my arm. I made it all of two steps before my heeled boots conspired against me, and with a startled squeak, I stumbled.

Bleeding girls were easy prey for EMS, and the guy who beelined for me caught hold of my elbow and kept me from hitting the ground. “This way, Miss,” he ordered, pulling me away from the other passengers, who were being sorted by the rescue crews.

I had to give the airport credit; it didn’t take them long to reach the downed plane or get everyone away from it. I wasn’t, however, a fan of how they passed me around. All it took was one look at my face for them to decide I was a priority.

When the first of the ambulances arrived, I dug in my heels. “No way,” I said, shaking my head. “There is absolutely no way I’m going to a hospital.”

“Miss, you’re bleeding from your forehead, and you’re unstable on your feet,” the guy holding my elbow said, and ignoring my efforts to break free, he pulled me in the direction of the vehicle with its wailing sirens and strobing lights.

“So put a bandage on it,” I snapped, cussing at where the rocky ground ended and the smoother asphalt of the runway began. Rocks helped my footing. Smooth asphalt made it easier for him to drag me in the direction of an ambulance.

“That’s for the paramedics to decide, Miss.”

I didn’t need to read minds to know what he was thinking. I was obviously a minor, and if he listened to me, it was his job on the line. While I wanted to scream my frustration, he was doing what he was supposed to, unlike me, who wasn’t.

I voiced a single frustrated wail as the paramedics got their hands on me and went to work confirming whether or not I still had a brain inside my skull. I did, but telling them didn’t do me any good. I even told them I probably had a concussion, and all I had to do was stay awake for a few hours.

It really didn’t help that they were right about one thing; my vision was blurred, and I couldn’t count the number of fingers they were holding up to save my life—or prevent a trip to the ER.

“I do not need to go to the hospital,” I snarled at the paramedic, do my best possible impression of my father.

“You’re going to the hospital,” he replied, filling something out on his stupid little clipboard while his larger, muscled buddy herded me inside the ambulance. “Name?”

I snapped my teeth together, dug out my insurance card, and handed it to them. They ultimately won the battle and forced me to lie down on the stretcher, going so far as to use a neck brace and strap designed to make sure I couldn’t move my head.

That was when they noticed the bruises around my throat and ceased asking me questions at all.

I reevaluated my opinion on the passengers who had opted for screaming and wailing after the crash. Maybe they knew they might be subjected to a ride in an ambulance to the ER and were more prepared to do anything possible to avoid it.

Sometime after lying down, I blinked and someone was flashing a bright light in my eyes. At least I was sitting up, though I had no recollection of getting to wherever I was, which was probably some hospital. The stink of disinfectant burned my nose.

“Can I go home yet?” I was whining; I hated it, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop.

“What happened to your throat?” the doctor asked in a tone warning me she had probably asked me a few times about the bruises and I hadn’t answered her.

It didn’t take me long to figure out they were more concerned about my throat than they were about the cut on my forehead. I drew a deep breath, held it until I could resist the urge to scream, and replied, “Four boys got rough with me, okay?”

“That’s not okay,” the doctor replied. She narrowed her eyes at me. “Are these boys from your high school?”

My mouth dropped open. “High school?” Then I remembered I had given them my insurance card, not my school ID. Groaning, I bowed my head and ran my hands through my hair, forgetting I had the corsage still clipped to me. It fell off, and I scrambled for it, clutching it before the doctor could take it away from me. “I’m not in high school.”

“According to your insurance information, Miss Desmond, you are fifteen years old,” my doctor explained in the calm, collected, and patient way I would when dealing with someone either extremely stupid or easily confused.

At least they hadn’t stripped me out of my clothes and put me in a stupid gown. I squirmed on the examination table to dig out my student ID. I handed it to her. She took it, stared at it with her mouth opened, before looking up at me and comparing my face to the picture.

“You’re a Stanford student,” she stated, and I bristled at the doubt in her voice.

“My exam schedule is in my bag, along with my coursework material, if you’d like to have a look,” I offered. “Can I go home now?”

“There’s still the matter of those bruises.”

I was coming to the conclusion there was no end to the embarrassment and humiliation I would face by the end of the day. There was only one way I could think of to convince the woman I was telling the truth, and that was to show her the evidence on my phone—and hope she didn’t call the cops.

She probably would.

I pulled out my phone, which had survived the plane crash better than I did. I didn’t even want to know how many calls I had missed since it was still in airplane mode. I opened up my messages, cringed at the photograph and correspondence between my father and the four Fenerec who had kidnapped me, and showed it to her. “Four boys thought they could make a quick buck, okay? It’s over and done with, and if you would please stop making me talk about it, I’d appreciate it. Thanks.”

When she made a grab for my phone, I shoved it back in my pocket. She wasn’t the only one capable of glaring. There had to be some trick to it, because my expression didn’t phase her, not one bit. “If the ‘Father’ label on the conversation wasn’t a clue, my parents know about it.”

Her eyes narrowed, then she hesitated and nodded. “Do you have someone in the area who can come pick you up?”

I nodded.

“There’s some paperwork, but then you can go—after they arrive.”

She probably wanted a chance to talk to my father or mother about my bruises. Once she directed me to a waiting room with a clipboard so I could fill out paperwork, I turned my phone back on regular mode.

I waited all of thirty seconds before it rang, the display informing it was my father. Dreading the inevitable, I answered, put it to my ear, and grumbled, “This sucks, Daddy.”

I didn’t call him that often, but I was about at the end of my rope.

“Where are you?” my father demanded in a snarl more wolf than human.

A sniffle slipped out before I could stop it. I wasn’t even sure where I was, which wasn’t making it any easier to fight my growing need to cry.

“Baby, I’m not mad,” my father said, his voice instantly calmer. “I’m at the airport and it’s utter chaos. If another woman screams in my ear, I might just kill someone.”

I grimaced, since it was entirely possible that he would. I flipped to the first page so I could see the header. “I’m at the Regional, apparently.”

There was a long pause. “You’re at the hospital.”

“I tried to tell them no,” I whined. “They wouldn’t listen.”

“You’re hurt.” It wasn’t a question. It was a demand for an accounting of every single bump, bruise, and scrape I had, and if he didn’t think I was telling the truth, he’d have Mother confirm it, like it or not.

“I might have a concussion. Okay, fine, I probably have a concussion. I smacked my head into the stupid tray. Then they made a fuss over my throat.” After a moment of consideration, I didn’t throw the clipboard across the waiting room like I wanted. Instead, I got up and handed it to the nurse in charge. “The kitten crashed the plane.”

“The kitten crashed the plane,” my father echoed.

“It did. I’m sure of it.”

“Nicolina Angelica Desmond, your sister’s kitten is three days old. It was abandoned and starved. It is entirely incapable of crashing a plane.”

Making fun of the situation beat bursting into tears, which was what I really wanted to do. I was tired, my head hurt, and all I wanted was to be out of the hospital. “It’s a devil kitten. It’s just waiting for its chance to gouge your eyeballs out while you sleep.”

With another snort and a low laugh, my father replied, “Thank you for your considerate warning. I will strive to ensure her devil kitten doesn’t gouge my eyes out while I sleep.”

“I need someone to pick me up from this prison,” I grumbled. “Apparently I’m old enough to fly on my own, but I’m not old enough to walk out of a hospital without adult supervision.”

The nurse behind the counter had a death glare, and she leveled it at me, pointing at the waiting area. Deciding it wasn’t worth the tussle with security, I slinked back over to the hard plastic and metal seats and sat down.

“So you have a concussion,” my father prompted before falling quiet.

“I’m pretty sure that’s all that’s wrong with me,” I replied. “You should reconsider getting me a car and letting me drive myself to and from Stanford.”

My father sighed. “Perhaps when you learn to stop crashing things, I will consider buying you a car, which you can pay off with labor. You already owe me for the rent.”

“It wasn’t on purpose. The kitten did it.”

“What else did you hurt?”

“Dad!”

“Daughter,” he replied.

“The concussion comes with a cut.”

“How much blood did you lose?” he demanded.

“I am not equipped with a meter that informs me of these levels, Father.”

“Of all of the daughters, I had to get the one with the smart mouth,” he muttered.

“Just like you,” I heard my mother said, and after a yipped protest from my father, she ended up with the phone. “Nicolina, stop taunting your father before he really does bite someone.”

Judging from the way my mother squealed, my father had nipped her somewhere. I decided I didn’t want to know. “Sorry, Mom.”

“For what? I’d be grumpy if my plane decided its landing gear was optional. The terminal is a nightmare right now. We’ll be a bit getting out of here, but we’ll see you soon, okay?”

I didn’t like the thought of waiting in the hospital a minute longer than necessary, but complaining about it wasn’t going to change it. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

Someone wrapped an arm around my shoulders from behind, one hand patting my arm while the other took possession of my phone. I squeaked. While my brain screamed at me to struggle, my body came to the conclusion that fighting back was simply too much work.

“I have arrived, Wendy,” Richard said, his deep voice a soothing rumble. “One daughter has been successfully acquired. I’ll meet you at the house.”

The nurse’s mouth opened, and she stared at Richard with her eyes so wide they were at risk of popping out of her head.

“It was easier for me to get through the crowds,” Richard told me, releasing me to circle around the row of chairs. Grabbing my bag, he slung it over his shoulder. The nurse, sensing I was about to make my escape, pounced on the Fenerec.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said as she approached, clipboard in hand. “The doctor would like to see you before you leave.”

Richard frowned. “About what?”

I groaned, leaned forward, hid my face with my hands, and wished I could disappear. Once again, my throat tightened and my eyes burned. Anger and humiliation joined forces to conspire against me.

All I had to do was make it home. Then I could hide in my room. Until then, I wasn’t going to cry, not for any reason, and definitely not in front of Richard.

I’d rather die first. I took deep breaths to suppress my growing need to burst into tears.

“That’s for the doctor to talk to you about, sir.”

“Does she need a prescription?” Richard stood tense next to me, and he rotated between clenching his hand into a fist and splaying his fingers. When my father did that, he was ready to hit someone or something.

“That’s for the doctor to discuss with you, sir,” the nurse replied, heading back to her station to make a call.

The doctor must have been waiting for someone to come for me, because she made her appearance within two minutes. She stalked towards Richard, and the Fenerec tensed so much I held my breath.

Doctors weren’t the submissive type. The good ones didn’t let patients or their families walk all over them. What she didn’t know about Richard could hurt her, and I scrambled to my feet, wondering how I was going to keep the Fenerec from tearing verbal strips out of her hide—or resorting to violence.

“Richard,” I whispered, tugging at the sleeve of his shirt.

He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye before shifting his attention back to the doctor. Before she could introduce herself, he said, “I’m Richard Murphy, acting as her guardian. Her parents are stuck at the airport. What’s the problem?”

He even had a hastily scribbled note in my mother’s handwriting, signed by both of my parents, which he handed to the doctor. She read it over, folded it up, and kept it.

“In private,” the doctor suggested, gesturing to one of the many examination rooms branching from the ER waiting area. With Richard cooperating with her, I didn’t dare fight back against him and risk making the situation worse.

Once we were inside and she closed the door, she stepped to me, motioning at my throat. “Were you aware of these bruises?”

“Yes,” he replied. “The problem has been dealt with, the proper authorities notified, and the boys were reprimanded. We are very aware of the situation.”

My father hadn’t told me what had happened to the Fenerec, but I had seen how much blood had been on both him and Richard. To most people, reprimanded meant a scolding or prison time. In the Fenerec world, it meant bloodshed, and lots of it.

“Very well.” Pulling out a prescription pad, she ripped off the top sheet and handed it to Richard. “This is the number for a trauma therapy specialist. Give him a call.” She ripped off another sheet. “This is a prescription for Gabapentin. It’s precautionary, but considering the circumstances, pain could hamper her recovery. Give her the first dose when you have it filled. Tomorrow, give her one once in the morning and once in the evening. After that, it’s three times a day for the rest of the week. The other two prescriptions are preventative antibiotics and painkillers, should she need them.”

Richard pocketed the sheets. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“You’re welcome. Drive safe. You’re free to go, Miss Desmond.” The doctor swept by Richard and out of the room.

When the woman was gone, Richard growled. “I don’t like doctors.”

I didn’t either. Mumbling complaints, I ran my hand through my hair. My fingers snagged in a tangle. Richard chuckled, pressing his hand to my back to push me out of the room. “Leave it. If you want it to look anything other than a rumpled, matted mess, you’re going to need a priest for either a miracle or an exorcism.”

“You’re not helping,” I whispered, fiddling with the corsage as he guided me towards the exit.

“Okay, okay,” he replied, taking my corsage out of my hands. I gawked at him as he held the silver clip between his teeth. Turning me around, he twisted my hair up into its usual bun and secured it with the corsage.

I grabbed at his hands, astonished he wasn’t hissing in pain. The tips of his fingers were a little darker, but otherwise I couldn’t find any sign of him having handled silver. “Richard?”

Richard didn’t answer me, propelling me to his pink Porsche.

“I’d offer to let you drive, but I think you’ve crashed enough things lately,” he taunted, opening the passenger door for me. Ignoring his jab, I got in, buckled in, and closed the door.

The engine purred to life. Reaching down, Richard pressed a button. Within minutes, the seat warmed beneath me, and with a contented sigh, I wiggled into the leather.

“Kitty crashed the plane,” I mumbled, closing my eyes. “Wasn’t me.”

Richard laughed.
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Desmond was like an eager child, his nose pressed to the glass as he watched the planes land. All I could think about was the fact airports were terrible places for Fenerec. Scents assaulted my nose, and people kept jostling me as they went about their business. They gave Desmond a wider berth, though he was easier to avoid. I growled at everyone who got too close to us.

A week’s worth of worry crawled under Desmond’s skin and roused my wolf’s protective instincts.

With Lisa sitting beside her mother on the window ledge, my wolf had even more reasons to fret, and all of them dealt with the girl we wanted as our mate. Lisa was her sister, therefore she needed to be protected from wolves and all other threats. Or, as the case was, the traveling humans clogging the terminal.

Her mother and father likewise needed to be guarded—and guarded against.

If they found out I was stalking after their daughter, their attention would turn to me. Desmond had invited me to his home to defend his children, not form a mating bond with one of them. We’d fight, and I’d probably lose again.

No, if I wanted Nicolina, no one could find out.

Desmond’s anxiety wasn’t helping my wolf settle. I was partially to blame. I had spent the week as a wolf, which had come to a rude and abrupt end when Desmond had yanked me out from under Nicolina’s bed by my tail and forced the change on me. His reasons left me smoldering.

He wanted me to drive my Porsche to the airport and surprise his daughter by letting her drive my car home. It stung, because if she asked it of me, I’d give her my Porsche and everything that came with it, driver included. I’d even give her the keys and let her take control, so long as I was near her.

I fidgeted and grimaced as the silk of my shirt brushed my skin with my movement. I was still raw from the unexpected transformation, and my pride smarted from how easily he had dominated me. It had hurt, and I had spent an hour afterwards shaking, coming to terms with having two legs instead of four.

I didn’t want to admit I probably would have needed his help to become human again. My wolf hadn’t want to let me go, and we had basked in letting Desmond worry about human matters of no concern to us.

We liked his den. It had Nicolina’s scent all over it.

I growled my discontent, which drew Desmond’s attention from waiting for the next plane to come in for a landing.

“English,” he snapped.

English was his gentle way of demanding I behave like a proper human. Maybe if he hadn’t forced me back to my thin-skinned excuse of a form, I wouldn’t have felt the need to growl. I grumbled something under my breath, and because I knew it would annoy him, I drew on my limited French vocabulary.

“Be nice,” Wendy said, reaching over to slip her arm behind my back, tugging me close to her. I sighed and rested my chin on top of her head.

“Richard,” Desmond insisted.

“The pilots aren’t as good as I am,” I complained when the next plane touched down, bouncing more times than I thought necessary. Maybe it was the late hour and the result of pilot fatigue, but I didn’t like it.

“He can be taught, Wendy,” Desmond informed his mate. “I got a full sentence out of him that time.”

“So you did, Charles. Leave him alone. You’ve tormented him enough for one evening,” Wendy replied, her gaze shifting to her watch. “Next plane should be hers.”

Desmond left me alone to once again watch out the window. I freed myself from Wendy’s hold to join the other Alpha, my wolf interested only because the next plane might have Nicolina on board. Lisa looked up from her phone.

I could smell her worry.

Stepping away from the window, I sat beside her, stretching out my legs. “They aren’t as good as I am, but they’re not bad either,” I informed Nicolina’s sister. 

“Driving’s safer,” Lisa muttered, turning off her phone and slipping it into her pocket. “Why do they have to bounce so much when they land?”

I stood, gesturing to the window. When Lisa joined me, I pointed at the descending plane coming in for a landing. “It doesn’t look all that fast, but it’s moving pretty fast. I’d guess at maybe a hundred and thirty-five knots—one hundred and fifty-five miles per hour. It’s all about the angle he touches down at. If he doesn’t get it just right, he bounces a little more than he should. It’s not really a big deal. No matter what you might think, driving really isn’t all that much safer than flying.”

“And you can fly something like that?” Lisa asked.

“Sure. I don’t like commercial airliners, but I can fly one if I need to. I prefer single props, though the pack does have a jet I use from time to time.”

I didn’t tell her the jet was large enough to carry my Porsche and it was parked in a hanger receiving some tender love and care from some mechanics who loved dealing with antiques. While it was meant to be operated by two pilots, I could handle it on my own, and often did. Even with me flying it, the old plane bucked like a bronco on landings. I really needed to shoot it and be done with it, but I couldn’t bring myself to send my jet to an aviation graveyard.

So I flew it instead, tossing the dice to see if it’d get me back on the ground without splattering me on the tarmac.

When the plane circled instead of landing on the first attempt, I straightened, narrowing my eyes as I followed its lights as it came around to try again. Circling happened; sometimes the pilot encountered wind shear before he was committed. Sometimes the instruments just didn’t look right. Night landings were a bitch to begin with; I didn’t know a lot of pilots who enjoyed them, though it was often par for the course, especially for commercial flights.

The pilot aborted the first attempt, and because it was likely Nicolina’s plane, I worried. My wolf worried, too. I relaxed a little as he came around for the second attempt.

Planes were equipped with hundreds of safety precautions, instruments, and devices designed to get them up in the air and back onto the ground without incident. They warned pilots of problems before they turned fatal.

On rare occasion, landing gear didn’t deploy. The malfunction numbered among a pilot’s worst nightmares. By the book, there were a few tricks the pilot could try to get the gear to lock into landing position. If that failed, bringing the bird close enough for the ground crew to get a good look from below was done if it was an option, but it wasn’t used often. Too many airports lacked ground crew trained for the maneuver, and all they could do was inform the pilot of the gear was down, not whether or not the gear was locked for landing.

The pilot didn’t bother with the flyby. It took only a glance to know the plane was in trouble.

Two sets of gear, including the primary forward nose wheels, hadn’t fully lowered for landing. I went cold. With one set out, it was possible to land. With two failing to lower and lock for landing, all I could do was hope the pilot was as skilled at crash landings as I was. It was possible to bring down the plane safely, if the pilot didn’t make a single mistake.

Desmond watched me, shifting from his spot at the window to stand next to me. “Problem?”

When Desmond and Wendy realized the plane was coming in for a crash landing, they would lose their hold on their wolves. It was inevitable. Mine writhed under my skin, but he recognized we needed a human’s hands, a human’s mind, and a human’s ability to navigate among the Normals to deal with the aftermath.

Since Luke’s death, I had kept the pack bonds tightly closed off to spare the pack from my anguish and the feedback of his death.

If I wanted to keep a hold on Desmond and Wendy, I needed my pack’s help. I brought the links back to life, my awareness of my pack flooding through me. Even from their distance, their alarm and surprise backlashed into me with the physical impact of a blow. With the help of my wolf, I latched onto their strength, drew it out of them, and into me. I grabbed Wendy by the back of the neck, holding her tight enough she squeaked.

Desmond turned on me, snarling when I touched his mate. I grabbed hold of his chin, yanked him forward, and stared him in the eyes. My wolf snarled using my throat. Desmond fought me, growling back, but the force of desperation and knowledge of what was to come gave me the advantage.

No matter what, I couldn’t let him watch the plane go down. It’d be bad enough in the aftermath. I knew what would happen. If the pilot did it just right, he’d crunch his nose and flop the plane down, skidding to a halt with one wing damaged as it crunched into the tarmac. The plane would overrun the airport’s longest strip and end up in the dirt.

There’d be injuries, but if the pilot did it just right, fatalities would be low if there were any at all.

If he did it wrong, the plane would hit the ground hard. Maybe it would break up on impact, maybe it would flip. In the worst-case scenario, it would explode in a ball of flame. How it went down wouldn’t matter if the pilot made a single mistake.

Most on board, if not all, would die.
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I didn’t see the plane crash, but I heard the panicked cries of those waiting in the terminal. Lisa shrieked, slapping her hands over her mouth. At his daughter’s distressed cry, Desmond fought my hold on him, but I fed my wolf my pack’s strength, and in turn, he smothered Desmond’s will, forcing him to obey me. Clamping my hand to the back of his neck, I pulled him to me, pressing his face to my shoulder so he couldn’t see.

The sound he made came from deep in his chest, the precursor to a wolf’s mourning howl.

Wendy trembled in my grip; she stared out the window in shock, and the rank stench of her terror told me all I needed to know. With Desmond pinned against me, shaking as though he were about to fall into a thousand pieces, I risked a look out the window.

Spotlights illuminated the end of the tarmac and the downed plane. It was still in one piece—mostly. Its nose and one wing were smashed to scrap. The ground crew swooped in with the firetrucks arriving first, spraying the engines down in their efforts to keep the plane from turning into a billowing ball of flame. It was far enough away that while I could tell they were evacuating the passengers, I couldn’t make out any details.

“Oh my God,” Lisa whimpered, and her father shuddered against me. I tightened my hold on him. Adjusting how I held Wendy, I inched my way to her shoulder to pull her to me.

She was far easier to control than her mate and came at my wolf’s call. I slipped my arm around her, and as was my duty as the Alpha, I kissed her forehead and fed my wolf to her so she could recognize I was the one in charge. She shuddered and leaned into me.

“Lisa,” I whispered. While Fenerec-bred, she was Normal, and I didn’t even need to use my wolf to force her attention to me. My nose flared as I breathed in to catch her scent.

The airport reeked of fear and anxiety.

Her eyes locked with mine and I didn’t let her go. She approached me, her steps shaky. When she was close enough for me to touch if I wanted to, I released her.

“Lisa, my phone is in my pocket. Pull it out and go through my contacts,” I told her.

Her hands shook as she dug for my phone, so much so I was afraid she would drop the device before she could make a call for me.

I was aware of Desmond’s wolf struggling against me. I growled, which was echoed by my wolf. Lisa flinched at our noise.

“Who am I calling?” she asked, another shiver tearing through her. She stared out the window, her expression blank from shock.

“Lisa,” I said firmly, recapturing her attention. “Call Frank for me and tell him that I need the pack to back me. If I lose hold of your father here…”

Her eyes widened. Turning in a slow circle, she took in the crowds of people fighting to look out the window. “Oh my God.”

I didn’t have to tell her twice. I saw a bit of her sister in her as Lisa clenched her teeth together and determinedly scrolled through my contacts to find Frank’s number. She tapped to connect the call, holding it to her ear. “Hi. Uh, are you Frank?”

I heard my Second confirm his identity.

“I’m Lisa. Richard’s next to me, and he’s doing something weird to my parents, and he says he needs the pack to back him. We’re at the airport, and the plane crashed.”

I ducked my head to listen to the conversation.

“Which plane crashed?” Frank asked.

“Nicolina’s,” Lisa replied, her voice wavering.

“What’s Richard doing?”

“I am keeping Desmond from going psychotic in a crowded airport full of college students, worried parents, and people convinced screaming is somehow going to change reality,” I said, careful to keep my voice soft and soothing.

Desmond whined, and his mate echoed him.

“I’ll gather the pack,” Frank replied. “Lisa, you’re going to have to play Richard’s Second. Do you understand?”

I groaned at the thought of a Normal human girl backing me up against Desmond, though she was the closest thing I had to someone who might be able to contain her father if he went wild. My wolf didn’t like it either.

While we weren’t interested in Lisa as a potential mate, she was Nicolina’s sister. We were supposed to protect her, not put her directly in harm’s way.

Lisa either had no idea what she was getting into or had more spine than I had originally given her credit for. She lifted her chin and asked, “What do I have to do?”

“If your father fights him, help keep him calm. Talk to him. Support Richard. If Richard tells you to do a handstand, you do it. If Richard wants to shock your father by grabbing you and kissi—“

“Frank, I’m not going to assault Desmond’s daughter in an airport,” I informed him.

“You’d shock him,” my Second pointed out. “It’s a legitimate strategy.”

“Would it help?” Lisa asked.

“Maybe? What’s your mother doing?”

“Richard’s holding her.”

Frank whistled. “You’re dominating both of them at once?”

“I have two choices,” I snarled, and my surge of anger gave me all the strength I needed to contain Desmond when he growled at me. I bit his throat until he whined. Once he settled, I shifted my attention to his chin, giving him a reassuring nip to let him know I was in control. “I can either hold them both until they calm down or let them rampage through a crowded airport.”

I wanted to shift us away from the mass of people fighting to get a look out the window, but I didn’t dare move either Desmond or Wendy. Holding them while standing still was difficult enough. Through my wolf, I could feel their apprehension, their fear, their need to act, their need to find their daughter and protect her from harm.

It was up to me to buffer them from their instincts and keep them still and quiet.

I didn’t like flying commercial, I didn’t like airports, and I didn’t like the thick press of Normals going from one place to another, but I understood how they worked.

It could be hours before they released the passengers from the beleaguered flight, especially if there were injuries. Soon enough, they would start calling the families of those on board, seclude them in small waiting areas, and turn chaos into order.

If I allowed Desmond or Wendy to go with that flow, one of them would crack.

“Richard?” Frank asked.

“He’s asking for you,” Lisa said when I didn’t respond. “Frank, he looks really, really annoyed.”

At her worried tone, I sighed. “I’m fine.”

I had to be; Desmond and Wendy were projecting all of their fear and need at me, strong enough to make my chest tight with worry and anxiety of my own. Without my wolf’s cooperation, I wouldn’t have been able to withstand them both.

In a way, Desmond forcing us to return to human form had helped us win the domination battle. Unlike him, we were still mixed together, neither wolf or man, but a tangle of the two. Because we had been forced to assume a human’s skin rather than embrace it by choice, we remembered what it was to be just a wolf, above and outside of the human world.

In human form, Desmond couldn’t beat us, not when we were a wolf who merely looked human. I growled when Desmond shifted his weight and he froze in my grip. Easing my hold on him, I ran my fingers through his hair, pressing my forehead to his.

“What’s he doing now, Lisa?” Frank asked.

“He’s… he’s petting my dad,” Lisa blurted. “Oh my God, this is so embarrassing. There are people staring at us, Frank.”

Wendy sighed and pressed close to me, hiding her face against my chest, shifting until she bumped against her mate. At her touch, Desmond relaxed, slumping against me, forcing me to hold him or risk him falling to the floor.

“Lisa, I’m going to sit them down,” I said, shifting the pair of Fenerec towards the nearby chairs facing the window.

Later, the Normals would probably wonder why they cleared a path for me without my saying a word. It was the wolf in my eyes and the promise of bloodshed if they crossed my path that did it.

I doubted they would ever realize how close to death they came.

Taking over the last four chairs of the row, I settled Wendy down on the end with Desmond beside her. Once satisfied neither would break free of my wolf’s hold on them, I took the phone from Lisa and pointed at the seat beside her father.

She stared at me with wide eyes, shaking her head side to side so hard her hair whipped.

“Lisa, sit,” I ordered.

With a whimper, she obeyed.

Desmond responded as my wolf allowed him to, reaching for the comfort of his daughter. Once certain he intended only to hold her close to him, I leaned against the window, my gaze locked on the other two Fenerec the entire time. “Frank, are you at the lodge?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“The others?”

“A lot of us were at the lodge. About half the pack was in town, so it’ll be a couple of hours. Everyone’s on the phone calling the others in.”

“Good. Tell them I’m sorry for crashing their evening, and that I have a favor to ask.”

“Favors, Richard? Just give us the order. We’re yours.”

I smiled, and my wolf basked in Frank’s words. “Access the safe and pull out the emergency contact list. I need the code for Desmond’s phone.”

“Can’t ask him for it?”

“I know the passcode,” Lisa said, and without my asking for it, she started searching through her father’s pockets for his cell.

“Ah, scratch that. His daughter saves the day. She knows the code,” I said, chuckling as I watched Desmond bury his nose against his daughter’s neck to breathe in her scent.

Lisa giggled. “That tickles.”

“Desmond,” I chided, drawing his attention. He whined, and after I brushed my fingers over his hair to soothe him, he rested his forehead against Lisa’s shoulder. “You okay with him like that, Lisa?”

“He’s a bit heavy,” the girl admitted.

“Let me know if it becomes a problem. Frank, you better warn Sanders and the other local packs. Tell them if they have pack in the area to get them out. If they come near Desmond right now, I’m not going to be able to hold him. If there’s anyone working at the airport, warn them off, and tell them we’re at the flight’s terminal. Have them call me with updates,” I ordered.

“You got it, Richard. Anything else you need?”

“Vodka, and lots of it,” I grumbled before hanging up.
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I spent the next two hours standing behind Nicolina’s parents, my chin on Desmond’s shoulder while I stroked Wendy’s hair. While she was the easiest to subdue, she was delicate crystal compared to Desmond’s robust steel. My wolf could hold Desmond with brute force, but his mate required a gentler touch.

Neither spoke, which suited my needs. I couldn’t allow them to think, to feel, or to exist outside of the moment, the one I carefully crafted so they felt secure. When they faced the source of their fears and anxiety, it was entirely possible they would join forces to overthrow my hold on them.

It was easy to convince their wolves I would handle their every need. Wolves didn’t care about plane crashes or the meaning behind the steady stream of ambulances coming and going from the airport. That was my problem, a human matter for a human.

I was the Alpha, and because I told them I was handling the situation, they believed, and they submitted to me. On the fringe of my awareness, I felt my pack as a gentle warmth, ready and willing to lend me their strength if the Desmonds attempted to break my hold.

They didn’t. There was nothing human in their wolf-yellow eyes, and I needed to keep it that way, at least until the crowds settled and dispersed.

“What’s wrong with Mom and Dad?” Lisa whispered.

“Nothing’s wrong with them,” I reassured her. “I’m taking care of them.”

“But they’re not doing anything. It’s like they’re asleep.”

“Consider it a blessing, Miss Lisa. Try giving your sister a call.”

With a sigh, Lisa redialed the number, waited a moment, and shook her head.

Nicolina either had her cell on airplane mode or had turned it off. Either way, until she answered or made an appearance, there wasn’t much I could do. “Okay, go hunt down one of the airport employees. Find out how many people were injured on the flight. While you’re at it, go buy yourself a drink and something to eat. Take my wallet.”

“I’ve got cash,” Lisa replied, easing out from her father’s grip with a little help from me. “Want anything?”

I wanted Nicolina, but saying so wouldn’t do me any good. “Water’s fine.”

“What about for Mom and Dad?”

“If you happen to be as devious as your sister and happen to have wolfsbane on you, I wouldn’t say no to some,” I admitted, chuckling a little. “Whatever they like will be fine, and some jerky if you can find it.”

“Jerky?”

“Something to sink their teeth into if they need it,” I replied.

When Desmond finally wrested control back from me, I had a feeling he was going to take me out back, drown me in his koi pond, and feed me to his fish.

It took Lisa almost an hour to return, and she scowled as she thumped down onto the seat next to her father. “You’d think the world was ending,” she complained, holding out a bottle of water to me. “It’s all little injuries, some bumps to the head, one broken wrist, and shit like that.”

“Just enough to turn it into a circus?” I asked, twisting off the cap, keeping a close eye on Desmond while I had a drink.

“Right, and they aren’t releasing the passenger list yet. I asked, and I told them it was my sister’s flight, and they told me I could wait with the other family members or bugger off.”

Frustration made Lisa’s voice crack; I reached over and patted her back, once again calling on my wolf to soothe her agitated nerves. “Have they released any of the passengers yet?”

Lisa wrinkled her nose. “A few, but Nicolina wasn’t among them. I checked. I got in trouble with security. They said if I kept bothering them, they’d ask me to leave.”

“Good work,” I complimented, narrowing my eyes as I considered the pair of Fenerec. Starting with Wendy would be easiest, and once I had her coherent and under my control, I could use her to keep her mate contained. “Your mom’s going to be a bit groggy for a few minutes. She’ll probably snap out of it fast enough, but I don’t want her going into a panic.”

“She’ll set Dad off,” Lisa whispered.

“Exactly, and I want to avoid that. Once she’s functional and calm, it’ll be easier to keep him from flying off the handle at someone.”

“Okay. Is there anything I can do?”

“Sit there and look pretty. Pet your dad if he starts acting up.”

“Pet him?”

“Don’t let him trick you, Miss Lisa. He likes attention almost as much as I do.”

“No way. Impossible.”

Chuckling, I eased away from Desmond to circle the seats and bend over Wendy. I wrapped my arms around her, nipping at her neck until I hit a nerve. She gasped, arching against me. I slid my hand over her throat and rubbed the spot until I felt her breathing quicken.

“Wendy,” I murmured in her ear.

There was a fine line between soothing another’s wolf and taming my own at the same time; I couldn’t afford to let us calm down too much, or I’d lose my hold over Desmond. I gave her neck another nip, growling gently.

“Richard,” she protested, though she kept still.

“There’s only some minor injuries on the flight,” I told her, easing my hold on her wolf. I kept her close to me, ready to reassert my control over her if she started to panic.

“Nicolina? Where’s Nicolina?” she begged, her small hands grabbing hold of my shirt.

“They haven’t released many of the passengers yet, so we have to wait. She’s fine,” I assured her.

Wendy trembled, and for a moment, I thought I was going to have to start all over again and take control, but she sighed, leaned against me, and nodded. Then she turned to her mate, and I could smell her alarm.

“Charles.”

“Is fine,” I informed her, resting my fingers under her chin to force her gaze to mine. “I’m influencing him.”

I gave her a minute to think it through, her eyes widening as she took in the airport. Turning a sickly grayish green, she nodded. “Okay.”

“Lisa,” I called, waving my hand for Desmond’s younger daughter. Leaving her with her mother, I took over her seat, stretching out my legs as I settled in beside Desmond. Once I had his head resting on my shoulder, I began relaxing my hold on him.

Unlike with Wendy, who was submissive, Alphas didn’t need coaxed or soothed. No matter how deep I took him or how much control I exerted over him, his wolf was always trying to break free of me.

All I was doing was loosening my hold on his chain and giving him room to act on his own. Nipping Wendy had sped up the process, but I wasn’t willing to take any risks with Desmond. I waited for almost twenty minutes before some of the life returned to his eyes.

He growled at me.

I reached over and gave his neck a flick with my nail, the equivalent of a scolding nip. “No,” I told him in a firm voice. “It was a rough landing, but there’s only minor injuries. Nicolina will be fine.”

The battle for dominance didn’t last long. My wolf had been in control for three hours and his wolf knew it. My pack’s support strengthened, and I became a mountain he couldn’t climb. Resentment burned in his eyes.

I leaned over and pressed my forehead to his. “You can’t win,” I told him in a gentle voice. “If I let you run wild here, you will be dealt with, and I can’t let that happen to Wendy, Lisa, or Nicolina. You will submit.”

Desmond whined and obeyed.
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Four hours after the plane crashed, I was confident enough in my control over Desmond I let him take his phone back and call his daughter.

Half an hour later, she finally answered. Desmond’s frustration and worry crested, and I lost my hold on him as he snarled at his daughter. When she started crying on the other end of the line, my wolf had enough. I grabbed hold of his neck and pinched until he calmed.

When Nicolina told us where she was, I turned to her mother. She already had her purse out and was writing something down. When she thrust it and a pen at me, I realized it was a handwritten temporary guardianship slip. I passed it to Desmond, pointed at it, and dug my car keys out of my pocket. When I jangled them and pointed at the paper again, he grabbed the pen and signed.

I left him talking to his puppy.

The Regional wasn’t far from the airport. I ran through the terminal, not caring who I plowed over in my haste to make it to my Porsche. Two minutes after leaving the Desmonds, I was weaving through traffic.

So early in the morning, the only cars in sight were the ones coming to and from the airport. I ignored the speed limit signs and made it to the hospital in less than six minutes. Parking ate up precious time, and I grumbled over the fees, but I headed for the Emergency signs, armed with the little slip of paper that would let me claim authority over Nicolina.

I scented her before I saw her. Her cinnamon and lilac was tainted with fear, anxiety, and frustration. I followed my nose, twitching at the sharpness of blood in the air, blood I recognized as hers. I found her in a waiting room, her phone pressed to her ear. I crept up behind her, wrapped my arm around her, and stole her cell so I could reassure her mother and once again exert my control over the Desmonds.

I managed to get her out of the hospital without killing any of the pushy doctors and nurses who invaded my territory by distressing the girl my wolf viewed as our mate.
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When I got Nicolina back to my car, she stared at me with dead, tired eyes, and I wasn’t sure she knew who I was. In her desperate determination to act like nothing was wrong, she blamed her sister’s kitten for the crash. Caught by surprise, I laughed.

What exhaustion and stress couldn’t accomplish, the seat warmers did. Within moments of me turning them on, Nicolina relaxed; she let out a soft sigh, and her eyes fluttered closed. It didn’t take long for her breathing to settle into the steady rhythm of sleep. Even with the new bruises and the blood caked on her face, my wolf relaxed with her, on guard but content she was nearby and safe.

If Nicolina Desmond ever found out I loved watching her sleep, I was a dead man.

For the moment, until I delivered her to her father, she was mine; mine to watch, mine to guard, mine to protect. My wolf didn’t even care she wasn’t our mate yet. I did, but I was helpless against her and my wolf.

I should’ve kept her awake to be safe; concussions had a way of sneaking up on people and causing problems. I had experienced them often enough to know better. My nose and instincts, however, were telling me to let her rest. Whether it was from the crash or the resulting trip to the hospital, someone had snuffed out her fire, leaving her off-balanced enough she hadn’t protested my presence.

She had even gone so far as to hide behind me, using me as a shield against the overbearing doctor. Nicolina didn’t hide, not her. She hunted, she fought back, she threatened. She defended her den with the ferocity of a Fenerec for all she was a Normal human girl. My wolf loved her spark, and someone had smothered it.

I wanted to kill whoever had done it, but their scent was lost under the harsh stench of disinfectants. I’d also have to return to the hospital, which was out of the question. If I did, they might try to take Nicolina away from me.

If Desmond caught a whiff of the unhappiness, anxiety, and stress on his daughter, accompanied as it was by fear and anger, I wouldn’t be able to control him a second time.

My wolf wasn’t satisfied with Nicolina close and safe. He longed to rip apart those responsible for the problem with the plane’s landing gear. I wanted them, too, but I recognized the futility of the hunt.

All I could do was take her home.

With a little help from my Porsche’s navigation system and my phone, I found an open pharmacy and parked the car where I could see it from inside. So early in the morning, no one was around. I reached over, nudging Nicolina’s shoulder.

She murmured something in her sleep, but settled once more without waking up.

To fill her prescription, I would have to leave her in the car, which my wolf protested. I clenched my teeth, got out, and pulled out the blanket from the trunk. Tucking it around her, I breathed in her scent.

In sleep, her fear and worry lessened to a more tolerable undertone, something less likely to send Desmond into a killing rage. My wolf didn’t like it, but he relented long enough to let me leave her in my Porsche.

I locked her in the car, set the alarm, and stalked inside. While they were filling the prescription, I stood where I could watch her through the window. Only one car parked in the lot in the time it took me to get the medication, and the man and woman were more interested in each other than they were in my Porsche and its precious passenger.

My wolf didn’t want to take her back to the Desmond residence. He wanted to find a den and stand guard, keeping all of the wolves far away until she could defend herself. Claiming her as our mate was the last of his priorities.

When she was in her prime, we’d pursue her. He wanted to savor her fight and lure her to us until we were confident she’d accept our courting. He could be patient. So could I, even if it took years to win her. I wouldn’t make the mistake of other rutting wolves.

It took several minutes of flexing my hands against my steering wheel before I could drive her home.

Forty minutes later, I pulled into Desmond’s driveway. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about him catching Nicolina’s scent; my anxiety was putrid and strong enough to overwhelm hers. If my worry didn’t confuse his nose, nothing would.

He was out of the house and beside my Porsche before I had a chance to kill the engine. I made him wait, taking my time setting the emergency brake. I reached under the blanket to unbuckle Nicolina’s seatbelt. When I got out, I stared him down.

“Nicolina?” he whispered, shifting his weight from foot to foot with his gaze fixed on the sidewalk. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve thought him a submissive. He didn’t touch my car. All it took to keep him at bay was a single growl.

I had his puppy, and I had overpowered him once already. He’d obey, so long as he believed I was acting as an Alpha should.

Sometimes, it was easier to just let go and allow another Alpha to take control.

My wolf’s competitive nature roused, but I ignored him. “Concussion, a cut. Banged up. She didn’t like them ignoring her wishes. The doctor thought to make an issue over her throat, but I put an end to it. There are medications for her. I don’t like them.”

I had listened to the pharmacist. Gabapentin could do a lot of things to her. They could steal away her vibrancy, make her dizzy, and worse, disorient her and make her pliable. The other medications, two of them, hadn’t concerned me as much as Gabapentin.

Desmond whined, once again shifting from foot to foot. I jostled him aside to open the door and considered carrying Nicolina inside to prove I was the one in control, but I relented. Instead, I let him lean against me. I could, through my wolf, feel the restlessness of his. Without pack bonds to steady him, with his mate unsettled, he was alone.

My wolf understood, and for several long minutes, I stood there and sheltered Desmond from the reality of what he was and always would be. While he wasn’t pack, I gave him the illusion of belonging to one. When he calmed enough I could control him without even needing my pack, I stepped away and granted him permission to approach my Porsche.

My wolf wasn’t happy about offering Desmond the privilege of touching Nicolina.

“Gentle,” I warned.

He sank to his knees beside my car, resting his head against his daughter, breathing deeply. When Nicolina didn’t stir, he gathered her close to him, keeping her wrapped in my blanket. His nose flared as he caught her scent—and mine.

“Overbearing doctors,” I explained in a snarl.

Desmond’s eyes glinted gold, and he nodded his understanding. I lengthened his chain, giving him more freedom. I waited for him to carry his puppy halfway to the house before closing the door and stalking after him. I tailed him all the way to Nicolina’s room, watched while he put her to bed and left her with her mother, and waited in the hallway.

As soon as he crossed the threshold, my control over him snapped. He was on me before I could react, his arm pressed to my throat. Slamming me against the wall, he growled in my face.

I shut down the link with the pack, cutting off my access to their strength. I didn’t realize how much I had been drawing on them until my link with my pack was gone. I slumped, shuddering as Desmond’s wolf crushed me beneath his presence.

Desmond’s aggression turned into alarm as I slid bonelessly to the floor.

“Richard!” Kneeling beside me, he pressed his hand to my throat. I’m not sure what he meant to say, because I started laughing at his infuriated expression.

Wendy left Nicolina’s room, staring at us with wide eyes. “Are you okay, Richard?”

“He hits like a truck,” I complained, wondering if I had the energy to get up.

“You dominated me,” Desmond hissed at me, giving my shoulders a shake.

Wendy touched her throat where I had nipped her, and she flushed a bright red. I meant to say something, but when my wolf succumbed to the exhaustion of having held the Desmonds for so long, I went with him.
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I was unconscious long enough for Desmond to carry me downstairs to the kitchen, where he proceeded to lean me over his sink and run water over my head. The shock of the cold and wet woke me, and he ruthlessly pinned me by my neck and ran the faucet until I was choking and spluttering.

When I could stand on my own with my hands braced against the counter, he stood beside me, tapping his fingers against the granite.

“Are you awake?” he demanded.

My cell was ringing somewhere nearby; Desmond grabbed it and answered, “Whatever you want, the answer is no.”

I struggled to catch my breath, shaking my head to clear it. “Who is it?”

My question came out a mumble, but Desmond paused and replied, “Frank.”

Of course it was Frank. When I was in trouble, Frank was the first to call. At the rate I was going, Frank was going end up talking more to Desmond than me. It took far too much effort, but I lifted my arm and waved in the general direction of my phone. “Hi, Frank.”

“Your Alpha seems to believe that you have clairvoyant abilities and can see him waving at you. He also says hello,” Desmond said. When he fell silent, I heard Frank saying something, but I couldn’t hear what.

My wolf heightened my senses, but in order for that to happen, he needed to be awake. Unlike me, he was still out cold. I envied him.

“He wishes to know why you shut down the pack bonds again.”

“You were about to kick my ass into next week,” I replied, deciding it was too much work to try to stand up. Slumped over Desmond’s stainless steel sink was comfortable enough. My stomach churned as the consequences of a forced transformation followed by dominating a wolf stronger than me struck hard.

“If you’re going to throw up, do so there,” he replied before relaying my answer to Frank.

I groaned, closing my eyes and wishing Desmond hadn’t woken me up. It felt like a hangover, but far, far worse. “Kill me,” I pleaded.

“No,” Desmond replied. “Frank says to stop being a baby.”

I grumbled, sliding my way to the kitchen floor while the room spun around me. Desmond stood over me, nudging me in the side with his foot. “Hey, Frank. Question for you. On a scale of one to ten, how ill does Richard need to be in order to lower himself to writhing on the floor?”

I draped my arm over my eyes to block out the bright white of the kitchen light and said, “Nine.”

“Okay. I’ll take care of him. If you sense him trying to change into a wolf, let me know so I can control him. He’s been one for too long. His change took over two hours earlier, and he was talking in growls and yips for over an hour afterwards.” Desmond snorted. “Don’t count on it, Frank. He got away with it once because my wolf let him. End of story.”

Setting my phone on the counter, Desmond crouched at my side, once again touching his fingers to my throat. “You did good work, Puppy. You know the drill, don’t you?”

“What drill?” I grumbled.

“Your wolf’s out for the count,” he reminded me, tapping my neck with his fingers. “You need to stay awake until he comes around.”

“I’m willing to risk it,” I grumbled. If my wolf ran wild when he woke up, I didn’t care if they shot me so long as it made the throbbing in my head stop.

“I’m not,” Desmond informed me, grabbing hold of my elbow and forcing me to sit up.

Wendy came into the kitchen carrying several towels, one of which she tossed to her mate. “I woke Nicolina up long enough to make her take her medicine. She was a bit confused, but fell asleep again before I could tell her what had happened. Are you okay, Richard?”

“No, your mate refuses to kill me,” I groaned.

“That will teach you to dominate me, Puppy,” Desmond growled, turning to me and biting my throat. He hit a nerve, and I gasped and went limp against him.

When I recovered enough I could speak, I stared up at Wendy and begged, “Please make him stop.”

She knelt at my side, smirked, and sank her teeth into the same spot her mate had bitten me. Not only did it send bolts of lightning down my spine, it left me tingling. I twitched and shivered as she took a towel and went to work on my hair. “Oh no, Richard. I don’t think so. Charles, darling, let’s play with him.”

I didn’t like the way Desmond grinned at his mate. I had no idea what they had in mind, but it wouldn’t end well for me. Whenever I recovered enough to make a move to escape them, one of them went for my throat. Most of the time, they hit one of the nerves in my neck, leaving me incapable of fighting them. Wendy seemed to enjoy missing, taunting me and leaving me breathless from her nips until she latched onto my throat hard enough to draw blood.

Once Wendy was finished drying my hair, she draped a dry towel over my shoulders. They left me alone long enough for me to retreat deeper into their kitchen. Desmond stalked after me, smiling down at me. My heartbeat throbbed in my neck as he stood over me.

Leaning over, he grabbed me under my arms and hauled me to my feet, shoving me in the direction of his living room. Wendy shifted her weight from foot to foot, making eager little noises in her throat. I tried to sidestep her, but she was faster. Standing on her toes, she scraped her teeth against my neck, herding me in the direction of the couch. I backed up, my eyes wide as both of the Desmonds pursued me. When my legs bumped into the sofa, Wendy pounced, straddling me in her effort to knock me down.

I landed on the couch hard, and her weight on me drove the air out of my lungs.

She met my gaze with narrowed eyes. Without my wolf to support me, hers pinned me in place beneath her, paralyzing me as she exerted her dominance. I shook in reaction, unable to do so much as lift a finger to fight her off.

Ducking her head down, she nipped my ear before whispering, “Scrabble, Monopoly, or Trivial Pursuit?”

My mouth dropped open and I couldn’t say a thing, my mind going completely blank as I comprehended what she was asking me.

Desmond snapped a picture of me with his phone. “They say pictures are worth a thousand words, but this one’s worth millions.”


Wild Wolf




Richard’s desperation to dominate Desmond and his mate has done far more damage 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 comes to haunt him once again.
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The full moon was in a week. All I wanted to do was embrace my wolf, head into the woods behind the Desmond residence, and leave everything behind. I really just wanted to take off and keep going until I couldn’t take another step. If I tried, Frank would call Desmond, Desmond would hunt me down, and he’d dominate me yet again, making sure I stayed a human.

I was thoroughly sick and tired of being a human. My wolf and I were restless, and we couldn’t even pursue the girl we wanted for our mate. Her father had driven us off already, establishing the pecking order in the den. While his little girl was under the influence of medications, while my wolf remained exhausted and temperamental from the aftermath of the plane crash a week ago, we weren’t to be in the same room together, let alone close enough for her to soothe me or my wolf.

I couldn’t tell Desmond or Wendy I needed her to keep the wildness of my wolf contained. If I did, they would know the truth. Desmond would give Lisa the blanket made of my fur she wanted. All I needed was a few minutes, and Nicolina would restore my wolf’s calm—my calm.

I growled, running my hands through my hair, bracing my elbows on the oak desk of Desmond’s spare office. Desmond thought I was an older wolf; old enough to have developed resistance to the winter mating season, old enough to no longer desire a mate with every fiber of my being, and old enough to be immune to his daughters, but he was wrong.

I wasn’t all that old.

I definitely wasn’t immune to his daughters. Lisa I could ignore; my wolf wasn’t interested in her, and neither was I. She was just like every other bitch who crossed my path in the winter season. She acknowledged my wolf and wanted a try at him, and he knew it. I knew it.

We didn’t like it.

Fenerec bitches liked hunting me because I was an Alpha of a large pack. They liked knowing if they chased me down, they’d have rank, wealth, and authority. They waited for the winter full moons and would hunt me as wolves, often in small packs, working together to corner me in their hopes of establishing a mating bond. They’d wear me down and have their way with me, but I never claimed any of them. My wolf enjoyed their attention and rewarded them well for it, but it always left us tired and empty.

I understood Nicolina. I didn’t like being passed around either. My wolf accepted it as natural for our kind, but we needed a challenge.

Fenerec-born bitches couldn’t help it; they somehow sensed my wolf’s need for a mate and responded to it, as Lisa did. She was interested only because some part of her knew my wolf was on the prowl. I avoided Normal, human girls whenever possible during the winter season, and Desmond knew it.

That’s why he had called me, because he thought I’d be able to resist them both.

Nicolina was different, and because of it, my wolf needed her. She saw my wolf, knew him for what he was, and stood up to him. She saw past my wolf, saw me, and knew me for what I was.

If I didn’t escape Desmond’s house, I was going to lose my mind. My wolf wouldn’t even let me pursue the one we wanted for our mate, not yet. We already considered her ours, but we had to wait and prove it to her. We had to win her. If we were going to win her, she had to come to us. She had to be the one to instigate the mating bond. She had to claim us.

Nipping her and waking her instincts in the winter wouldn’t lure her to us. It’d drive her away. She’d run, and if I had a single taste of her, I’d chase her for the rest of her life, unable to truly have her, all thanks to my impatience.

I growled and paced the lower floor of Desmond’s den, halting at the bottom of the stairs, blindly staring in the direction of the master bedroom.

Maybe with the Desmonds asleep, with it being so early in the morning, I could get away. First I’d run in my Porsche. Then, once I was safely out of his reach, I’d change into my wolf and keep on running. It was well before dawn. Frank would be asleep. Desmond wouldn’t wake up for another two or three hours. If my wolf was willing, I could be gone long before they were able to stop me.

Then, for a little while, I could escape. All I had to do was outrun the clock, let the hours slip away until Christmas Eve was another bad memory among many. I’d stay gone until the New Year, after the full moon. Frank could protect the Normals and Fenerec-born staying in my home. He would lead the pack hunt, just as we had planned. As always, my little brother was abroad for the week, staying with our parents in whatever-the-hell European country they were currently terrorizing.

I didn’t care enough to find out which one. They had won, claiming my little brother for the holidays, as they had ever since I had taken over the Yellowknife pack.

It was bad enough Desmond’s request ensured I’d spend the holidays, particularly Christmas Eve, away from my familiar woods, where I could breathe in Alex’s scent and the scent of my wolves. I had done it because Desmond had asked me to, but I wanted my den, where I could pace and fret, waiting for Alex to come back home.

I hated Christmas Eve the most. Clenching my fists, I stalked across the house, grabbed my keys, pocketed a credit card and my driver’s license, and left my cell and wallet on the counter to indicate I’d be coming back eventually. I disabled the alarm and set it as I left, careful to be quiet as I got into my car.

My Porsche was properly tuned with a good muffler system. Unless I drove like an idiot, it was a quiet, purring little beast, much like Lisa’s tiny kitten our mate hated so much. It rumbled to life for me, and I eased it out of Desmond’s driveway.

Even if he heard the crunch of gravel, Desmond probably wouldn’t think much of it, not with his mate cuddled beside him and his daughters nearby for him to guard. I kept it slow until I was a mile away from his house before gunning the engine and heading away from Seattle.

My first task was to abandon my Porsche somewhere remote. Hopefully, no one would find it. If they did, I could report it stolen and get a new car. I loved it, but not so much I would let it bind me.

Where I was going, I had no use for keys, cars, or clothes.

The Cascades would have to do. The parks were close, within two hours of Seattle, and offered hundreds of miles of mountains for me to explore. Using a magnetic holder, I stashed the keys under the engine, dumped my clothes and cards in the trunk, and changed.

My wolf was eager. Transforming hurt as always, and I was panting by the time I had shed my human shell for my thick, silver coat. Instead of my usual large size, my wolf had chosen speed and stealth.

I was even smaller than usual, so much so I resembled a fox more than a wolf.

Stretching, I trotted along the road heading deeper into the mountains, where the snow had fallen thick in the past several weeks, perfect for me to stretch my legs, run, and hide. There were wolves in the Cascades, but the lesser cousins would avoid me.

If any Fenerec saw me, they would wonder. Maybe they’d call Desmond or Sanders to inquire if they knew anything about a fox who smelled like a wolf. If I was gone long enough, perhaps my pack would worry.

They were used to me avoiding the lodge from the week before Christmas until the New Year. My first Christmas with them I had spent in a daze, curled around Alex, shivering and growling while they hovered, wondering what to make of me. To them, I had been nothing more than a strange wolf who had killed their Alpha, binding a Normal, human child to the pack in my desperation to protect him.

I shuddered, shook my head to drive away the memories, and left the Porsche and all it represented behind me.

My wolf urged me into a run. We were small, but we were swift, and the trees blurred by as we abandoned all pretenses of being a natural animal.

If someone wanted to hunt me, they would have to be faster and smarter than me.

The melancholy of my wolf infected me. No one would come.

It was the Christmas season, and I spent it alone. I wouldn’t come between my wolves and their families, their mates, and their offspring. I refused to be around to remind them of the pain I had caused them when I had killed their Alpha eighteen years ago.

It had been Christmas Eve, and all my little brother had done was be at the wrong place at the wrong time during the winter season. All my little brother had done was stay with me. I hadn’t realized we had infringed on a Fenerec pack’s territory.

No matter how fast my wolf and I ran, we couldn’t outrun the truth or the memories. We had hurt our pack. I growled, my frustration spiking. I halted, clawing at the hard-packed snow along the road, kicking it up as I worked out my agitation.

Nothing changed. Each and every Christmas Eve, I remembered. Rutting wolves didn’t care about human children; their noses told them Alex had been near a Fenerec, which had been enough to drive them wild, forcing me to fight them off.

I had killed four of them before their Alpha had come. I couldn’t remember the fight as anything more than the crushing fear I would lose my little brother because I had wanted to explore the woods outside of Yellowknife before moving on to the next remote Canadian town.

It had been the first and the last time I had ever attempted to celebrate my birthday.

Wolves and Fenerec weren’t meant to be alone, and the misery of it smothered me. Throwing back my head, I howled.

If there were any wolves near, they didn’t answer.
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I ran until I couldn’t run any longer, slowing to a pained, ambling walk. The snow deepened, coming up to my belly, so I had to hop instead of walk. In some places, it was deep enough I sank in to my neck. My thick coat protected me from the worst of the cold, but as the morning gave way to the afternoon, my need to run and escape was replaced by a more basic instinct.

The wildness crept in, and I welcomed it. I was a wolf, but something about my human amused me, so I let him stay. He controlled often enough, but he was weary, so I let him rest.

I delved deeper into the woods, away from the black trail with its stinking, noisy, and unnatural, moving boxes. The human liked some of them, and I paused long enough to satisfy his curiosity before we left it behind for the hunt.

Then he quieted, leaving me to deal with the more important matters. Our stomach needed to be filled.

To my dismay, the prey liked the trails the humans preferred. I chased the mice and the rabbits to where the untamed growth ended and the blackened, unnaturally smooth trail cut through the forest and mountain. My first rabbit I took on the fringe, and I settled to watch the moving boxes as I ate, mindful of the human’s interest.

He didn’t like the silver-covered boxes. Something about them warned him of trouble. When those came, I pressed flat to the snow, covered my half-eaten rabbit with my paws, and didn’t move.

The humans with their weak eyes didn’t notice me, silver among the blue-white of sun-touched snow.

It became a game. I would hunt the noisy boxes my human so liked, and I would hide from the ones he didn’t. Sometimes, a keen human spotted me, and their rolling boxes made funny noises as they skidded to a halt. They’d point other noisy boxes at me, which would flash and click, and because my human enjoyed their attentions, I humored them. When they were clever enough to see me, I posed, letting them admire my silky fur.

Once, one of them halted after I had caught a rabbit. It was still alive, squealing and kicking its hind legs as I held it in my jaws. I hadn’t even hurt it, capturing it by the back of its neck. Once again, the humans pointed a clicking, flashing box in my direction.

The box the humans rode in didn’t alarm or interest my human. It wasn’t silver or the other paler colors that worried him. It wasn’t sleek like the ones he favored. There were smaller humans riding inside as well, which I recognized as human puppies. The puppies frolicked, pointing at me with their furless hands. The box’s clear panels vanished, and they stuck their heads out to gawk at me.

They looked skinny to me, ill-fed, so I trotted across the black, hard ground, stood on my hind paws, and stretched out my neck so I could shove my rabbit into their box. I was an Alpha, and it was my duty to ensure the puppies were all fed. I’d find another rabbit for myself. The puppies needed to learn how to hunt, and their humans seemed incapable of it, so I would teach them. Live prey was best. I turned tail and dove back into the safety of the trees, burrowing into the snow until the box left.

The humans wisely kept the rabbit I had gifted to them.

I didn’t find another rabbit until the sun was setting. It bounded out on the black trail the humans used, and I, with my ears pinned back and my fangs bared, chased after it.

The bright lights of one of the moving boxes blinded me. The screeching blare the box made startled me into tripping, and I hit the black ground hard and rolled.

The box smacked me in the hindquarters before rolling to a halt on my tail. I yowled and yipped, clawing for purchase as I struggled to get away. When I tried to stand, my hind legs refused to hold my weight. Panting, I flopped onto my side and paddled at the box’s round torture device pinning me to the ground.

The humans got out of their box, and I warbled my pained complaints, demanding they remove their wretched box from my tail, which relentlessly hurt. One of them approached me, talking as the humans did. In my fury at their aggression, I smothered my human, along with his ability to understand them, and settled for snarls and snaps of my teeth.

I determined by scent the human was male, and he stepped on my neck, pinning my head to the ground. I fought him, but he held me firm. When the human’s fingers secured a hold on my scruff, he settled his weight on my back.

He was too heavy for me to break free from. He said something in his warbling human language. The box moved off of my tail, and I whimpered my relief.

Then the human picked me up. I yipped, and I kept paddling my paws in my effort to free myself from his hold. When I tried to twist my head around to sink my fangs into him, he gave me a shake by my neck. A shudder ran through me and I went limp in his grip, tucking my tail between my legs.

A second human came out of the box. She was shorter and skinnier than her male mate, and for a brief moment, she was intimidated by my snarling and the snapping of my teeth. Cooing at me and making sounds I was pretty sure she thought were soothing but weren’t, she reached behind my ears and scratched me.

My human had stupid opinions about how other humans should touch him. I enjoyed it all, and as soon as she started stroking my fur, I ceased struggling. I heard the other human’s surprise, and it was strong enough for it to change his scent. As the pain in my tail and hindquarters eased and the human female grew bolder in her stroking, my human roused enough to lend me his knowledge of their odd words.

“I can’t believe you hit him,” the female snapped, though her touch on me remained gentle. “Give me the poor thing.”

“It’s a wild animal,” her mate replied, refusing her request by tightening his hold on my neck. “If it can walk, we should let it go.”

“It’s not a wild animal. Just shut up, give me the dog, and get back in the car. You hit him, so you get to find a vet.”

“On Christmas Eve? Are you insane?” he demanded. The male did hand me over to the female, who clucked her tongue. I breathed in her scent, but she lacked the cinnamon wildness I liked and wanted. She didn’t smell of the male, which made me question if she was actually his mate.

My human thought she was, and as I had given him the chance to offer his opinion, he was inclined to agree with the male, disliking the idea of a vet.

A vet meant we were hurt.

I thought my human was being stupid. I knew what pain meant. Pain meant we were hurt, and I didn’t need his input to understand I should never allow one moving boxes to get near me again. However, my human’s belief the vet was useful in certain circumstances intrigued me.

We had never experienced a vet before. My human seemed offended by the idea I was curious about what a vet was, convinced I wouldn’t like it, and that we wanted nothing to do with it.

 I ignored him.

“He’s bleeding,” she said, and I yipped when she put her hand on my rump. The male grabbed the back of my neck before I could warn her away with my teeth.

The female cuddled me close, stroking my head. “He’s obviously someone’s pet. We’re taking him to a vet. He must have slipped his collar.”

I flicked an ear back at the thought of wearing something as humiliating as a collar. Then she started scratching under my chin. If vet meant I could get chin pettings, something both my human and I enjoyed, I was even more interested in finding out what a vet was first hand.

The human was the one who always got to have all of the fun, driving his box, toying with our mate, and going to all of the places wolves weren’t welcomed.

If wolves were welcomed at the vet, I wanted to see it.

My human surrendered to my desire, distracted as he was by the human female stroking our fur.

“Fine. We’ll take him to a vet. I don’t know where we’ll find a vet that’s open, but fine. I’ll find one,” the male agreed, grumbling curses as he got back into the box. I tensed as the female followed and slid inside.

It smelled terrible. It wasn’t like my human’s box, which still had our mate’s scent in it.

Porsche, my human informed me, offended I called it a box. I sighed, considering the human word. Were all boxes his beloved Porsche box?

My human was offended.

I decided my human’s box was special, which placated him enough he left me alone to inspect the box I was in.

Harsh fumes stung my nose, accompanied by something sickly sweet. My human didn’t approve either. The female settled me on her lap, stroking my head and neck, careful not to touch my back. She was wise. If she had, I would have bitten her and put her in her place. When her fingers scratched under my chin, I closed my eyes.

“He’s so soft,” she whispered.

“He does look like someone’s been caring for him,” the male replied with a sigh. “Maybe the vet in Chuckanut is open.”

“Okay,” she said, digging her fingers into my fur. Their box was warm, and the female was gentle. When my human settled, resigned, I stretched out and relaxed, basking in the pleasure of her stroking me.
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There was definitely something amiss about the vet. My human grew anxious when the car parked, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t soothe him. He thought we should jump from the female’s lap and make a run for it, right up until I demonstrated why his idea was terrible by attempting to stand.

It hurt.

The human female carried me out of their box, but as soon as we approached the door of the building with the vet, the male took charge of me, grabbing me by the scruff of my neck with one hand. He clamped his other hand over my muzzle.

I tucked my tail and whined, struggling to pull my nose free. The male tightened his grip so much it hurt.

“You’re hurting him,” the female protested, holding open the door.

“Better than someone getting bit,” he replied, stepping into the building. The female submitted to his will, following quietly in his wake.

Like the car, the building had a harsh, unpleasant stench to it. The fear, anxiety, and stress of prey species taunted my nose. Humans with small boxes waited.

There were also two lesser cousins of my lesser cousins. They sat docile with their waiting humans. They barked, announcing their presence to the world, and I longed to snarl and snap at them, to drive them away, and establish my territory.

The male carried me to a box a human was seated behind. “I hit this dog about an hour ago,” he announced, depositing me on the smooth surface.

He dropped me on my hind legs, and I thrashed, struggling to pull free of him.

The human behind the box was a female; she took one look at me and picked up the phone. A male’s gruff voice answered her. “Someone’s brought in something you need to see, Doctor.”

A disembodied male voice told the female he would be out in a moment.

She reached under her desk and pulled on a thick pair of leather gloves. Reaching for me, she grabbed hold my scruff. Like the male, she wrapped her fingers around my muzzle. “You can let him go, sir,” the female instructed. “Where did you hit him?”

“I clipped him and ran over his tail,” he replied.

“Did he end up beneath the car?”

“No. He rolled in front to the side.”

She nodded. “Where did this happen?”

“Up in the Cascades. We were heading home from a family gathering,” he explained. “How much is this going to cost me? Can you help find his owners?”

The female made a soft noise, which my human translated to be a sound of disapproval. “He’s an exotic. We can treat him, but I can’t return him to your custody unless you’re licensed.”

The male backed away, holding his hands up. “I ain’t transporting any exotics. He’s just some dog I hit.”

“We have a fund for the treatment of exotic rescues,” the female behind the desk assured the male, pulling me closer to her. I whined, struggling to free my muzzle from her grip.

She held me with a firm hand.

My human seemed to think it was pointless to struggle. His suggestion to act submissive worried me, but the strength of insistence gave me pause, as did his disapproval I hadn’t listened to him. He wanted me to relinquish control to get us out of the vet intact, but I refused him.

While he fought me, my human was still too weak to wrestle control from me, even hurt as we were.

“So that’s it? We leave him here with you?” the male’s mate asked. “It doesn’t cost anything?”

“No, ma’am. It’s free for you. However, we will need your contact information. Were either of you bitten?”

“No, he was mostly asleep in the car and didn’t fight very much. Neither of us were bitten.”

“What was he doing when you hit him?” the female holding me asked.

“Chasing a rabbit across the road. I couldn’t stop in time.”

“Did he seem impaired?”

The male’s mate shook her head. “No, not at all. He was really fast, hardly more than a blur when he darted in front of us.”

When a man dressed in something as pale as my coat approached the desk, I froze. I could smell the cinnamon wafting off him from across the room. My human was also alarmed.

We weren’t in our territory, and we were without our pack.

My human’s suggestion to act submissive seemed like a much better idea when faced with another Fenerec. I immediately whimpered, flopped in the female’s hold, and squirmed in my effort to show my neck and belly. I struggled against her hold, tucking my tail as close to me as I could.

“What seems to be the problem, Paula?” the male demanded, his gruff voice sharp. He also wore a pair of the thick leather gloves over his hands.

“This couple brought in a fox, Doctor,” the female replied. “Arctic, maybe? They hit him with their car up in the Cascades.”

The Fenerec approached us, and with a whine, I flattened myself to the female’s box.

“Okay. I’ll take him to the back. He’s probably an escapee from a zoo or a collector. Pet foxes are in fashion,” the Fenerec grumbled, grabbing hold of my neck.

My human was so offended at being called a fox a growl slipped out before I was able to restrain him. The Fenerec narrowed his eyes, tightening his grip on me. “Thank you for bringing him in. Please talk to Paula about any precautions you may want to take.”

The Fenerec carried me away from the other humans. My human’s fear and anxiety strengthened.

Meeting a rival Fenerec during the mating season wasn’t supposed to happen at a vet. That much I was able to glean from him before I had to exert my will over him to settle him down.

If he wanted me to pretend to be a submissive, I needed him quiet and calm. While I was smart and wise, my human didn’t handle submission very well. Few earned his respect, and he wasn’t like me.

He couldn’t play pretend for long before he forgot himself and needed to win every challenge and prove he was worthy of his pack. I knew we were. They had accepted us from the start.

My human, however, refused to believe in their acceptance despite the passage of the seasons. One day, my human would learn to trust me with the important matters, like knowing exactly when to stare at the ground, tuck in our tail, and let other wolves win.

I was carried, like it or not, into a room with a metal box in the center of it. The Fenerec dumped me on it, pinning me down. I whined, curled on my side, and stretched my head out so my throat was exposed.

My human hated every moment of it. I didn’t like it either, but until my human had a chance to rest, we couldn’t take the two-legged form we spent much of our time in.

He was too weary, and I hurt too much.

Reaching out with one hand, he picked up an odd device, tucked it between his shoulder and his ear, and pressed buttons on the little box hanging from the wall.

It made noise, and after a few moments, I heard someone speaking on the other end of the line.

“It’s O’Conner. Any news if any locals have lost a wolf?”

My human’s anxiety spiked, and I allowed him to whine for us. Whining helped him a little; it gave him the illusion of comfort, the sense of communication, and a chance to do something other than lie helplessly in the grip of another Fenerec.

“No, if he weighs in at more than fifteen pounds soaking wet, I’ll be surprised. He’s a submissive puppy. Coat color is odd, though. Paula thought he was an arctic fox when a couple brought him in. They hit him with their car,” the Fenerec replied.

When he let us go, taking a step back, my human was as surprised as I was. I recovered first, and with my tail tucked, I scrambled to escape. My claws couldn’t find purchase on the slick box, and my hind legs didn’t want to cooperate. I did manage to get to my paws, slipping and sliding towards the edge of the box. I balked at the edge.

The ground was a long way down, and I doubted my legs would hold up. I lowered to my belly and whimpered, ears turned back.

Staring at the metal box was the hardest part of acting submissive. Every single one of my human’s instincts wanted to issue a challenge and demand respect from the Fenerec towering over us.

“Yeah, sure. I can describe him. He’s pale. A bit dirty, so I can’t tell if he’s gray or white. Probably gray. There’s blood in his fur from where he was hit, maybe from a recent kill, too. He was definitely injured; I let him loose, and he won’t even try to jump to the floor. He’s just cowering at the edge of the table, shivering. If a pack has lost their submissive, they’re probably in a panic by now. He’s definitely not one of ours.”

There was a long pause. “No, I haven’t seen any other Fenerec come through today. If I had, I would have called you. What do you want me to do with the puppy?”

My human despaired at being called a puppy. I had chosen our size because it was easier on my human, giving us everything we needed to hide where he could rest.

We needed to be small. We had been small before and had proven ourselves to be the victorious hunters. Small wasn’t weak.

“Okay, I’ll bring the puppy over as soon as I can. I have to call in someone to cover for me. Who would have thought it would be so busy tonight?” The Fenerec hung the device back onto the wall and turned to me. “Okay, Pup. I’ll take you to someone who can get you home.”

My human didn’t want to go home. Home was a lonely place.

Without initiating a dominance battle, I couldn’t stop the other Fenerec. All I could do was shelter my human and wait for him to be ready to resume his role. Once he settled, I would do as he should have done and draw on the comfort of our pack.

In that, we were well matched. My human was stubborn, but one day he’d learn.
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With my human out of the way, it was much easier to play submissive—or dead. One worked as well as the other, and the Fenerec was a lot less aggressive when I pretended I wasn’t awake. It didn’t matter I wasn’t actually submissive; I tricked the other’s wolf into believing I was.

That’s all that mattered.

While the Fenerec would never be a match for me, he was dominant enough. All I had to do to bring him into line was whimper. My human wouldn’t understand my manipulations. It never occurred to him to play the nature of the Alphas against them.

My human wouldn’t understand, because he was the worst of the worst. He was determined to protect Alpha and submissive alike. On some level, he understood the role of a submissive, though it never occurred to him he could, if he wanted, fill that function himself if necessary.

We were meant to protect, but we were meant to comfort, just as a submissive did. Our ways were different, sheltering from harm, but our roles weren’t so different. As a submissive, I could wake the instincts of the wolves I protected.

It was a game I enjoyed playing, when he let me.

I’d have to make him submit to me more often, so I might teach him better how to be a proper wolf, one capable of more tricks and games. He did well for a human, but I was better.

I was a wolf.

Wolves were always better, though I saw value in my human’s odd ways.

I didn’t care for time as much as my human did. It went by. The Fenerec left me alone, locking me in the room with the metal box. When he returned, he was holding a blanket in his hands. My human liked blankets, soft ones that kept us warm. He liked the one in his box the best.

It smelled of our mate.

Even submissive wolves fought back when cornered, so when the Fenerec approached with his blanket, I bared my teeth at him. I growled, soft and in warning.

“I don’t want to have to dominate you,” the Fenerec said, his tone firm.

My human stirred at the threat. Whining and lowering my head, I submitted to the indignity of being wrapped up in the blanket. My hind legs still ached, but they had already begun to heal. I’d recover faster once my human regained his strength. For that, we needed our submissive, but he was far away. I huffed.

If I had my way, I would have called on Desmond and his wolf again, but my human was tired of submitting. He was weary of fighting for dominance. Desmond’s wolf didn’t submit easily or well, and only in dire need. I liked Wendy, but Desmond wouldn’t let my human near his mate long enough for her to calm him. One day, we would rely on our mate as Desmond relied on his, but it wasn’t time for that yet.

I sighed as the Fenerec carried us to another moving box. My human’s interest roused in it. It wasn’t sleek like his box. It was big, too big, but my human liked it all the same.

The Fenerec made me ride on his lap in the box, one hand pressed between my ears. Sometimes he rubbed my fur, but because foolish Fenerec couldn’t accept how wonderful it felt, I growled to warn him off. He stopped, at least for a while.

When he brought the box to a halt, it was at a building that reeked of Fenerec. The presence of a pack Alpha settled over me, and I turned my ears back.

My human’s anxiety once again spiked, strong enough I had to work to keep control over him. I whined. Where there was an Alpha, his pack wasn’t far behind.

If the pack strained my human too much, he would break.

“You’re a jumpy one, aren’t you?” the Fenerec said, pushing open the door. “Sanders!”

I perked my ears up.

Sanders would work. My human liked him. Sanders wasn’t a real risk to us, not like Desmond and his wolf. If we were in Sanders’s territory, my human could relax.

The Alpha made his appearance, and I drew in a breath to confirm his scent. Sanders cradled us in his arm, ducking his head down to press his nose to our neck. He breathed in.

He laughed. “You say he got hit by a car?”

“Somewhere in the Cascades. Couple didn’t tell us where. You know which pack he belongs to?”

“This puppy gets around. I know him. How badly is he hurt?”

“You know I can’t stand handling hurt a submissive, Sanders. He got hit in the hind legs and was limping pretty badly when they brought him in. They’re lucky he wasn’t a dominant, or they would’ve been mauled, hurt like he is. I don’t think anything is broken, but I wasn’t about to risk fighting with him when we had Normals in with their pets.”

Sanders made a thoughtful sound, rubbing his nose against my fur. “Okay. I’ll take care of him. Go on home. Thanks for bringing him by.”

When the other Fenerec left, Sanders flopped on a couch, cradling me against his chest. “Desmond’s having kittens. You took off right out from under his nose, so stealthily your pack didn’t have a clue you had made a run for it until he called them asking if they had heard from you.”

I huffed, stretching out my head so I could rest my chin on Sanders’s arm.

“I don’t suppose you can go change, can you?”

The request worried me. My human was reluctant. When he didn’t want to change, it hurt and took us longer. It tired him and left us weak. Turning my ears back, I bared my teeth.

Sanders narrowed his eyes. “Richard.”

How could I tell the Alpha what was wrong without my human’s cooperation? I snapped my teeth and did the last thing my human would ever do.

I lowered my gaze to the ground and waited. With the slow, deliberate care of a frightened submissive, I exposed my throat. Keeping still, I waited for the Alpha’s reaction.

“Jesus,” Sanders muttered, shifting to pull something out of his pocket. He pressed something on the screen. “It’s Sanders. I know you’re with your mate, but can you come over to my house for a bit? I need your help with something.”

I held my pose, shivering as I waited.

Sanders scratched under my chin. “You’d make a terrible submissive, Richard. I don’t know how you tricked Earl, but it isn’t going to work on me. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, but if Chrissy can’t fix it, I don’t know who can.”
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When Chrissy knocked at Sanders’s door, I felt the change in the air. I lifted my head, perking my ears forward. A submissive with a pack did that. When they came near, they brought calm with them. Sanders chuckled, dumped me onto the couch, and got up to let the Fenerec in.

“What’s wrong, Sanders?” Chrissy asked, her voice soft.

She kept her eyes on the floor, shivering as Sanders approached her. My human reacted to her, the need to protect drawing him out from hiding. I hopped off the couch and ended up crumpling in a heap with a yelp as my hind legs refused to cooperate.

Pain blinded me and kept me limp on the floor. When I shook it off, Sanders was next to me, running his hands over my flank. “Chrissy, his wolf is in control.”

Chrissy’s scent changed, souring with her fear. “He’s running wild?”

“If he were running wild, Chrissy, I would have called in Desmond,” Sanders replied, his tone gentle. “All I need is for you to cuddle with him, okay? He likes being petted, and you’ll keep him calm. That’s all you have to do.”

Submissive didn’t mean suicidal. I bared my fangs when Chrissy said, her tone displeased, “Cuddle? Pet? What nonsense is this?”

“Watch,” the Alpha said. He rolled me onto my back and rubbed my belly, coaxing a groan out of me. I closed my eyes, stretching out my neck. When he stroked under my chin, down my throat to my chest, the submissive’s close proximity started taking hold on me and my human. “He’s shameless.”

“That’s crazy. It’s absurd. Is that thing really a Fenerec?”

Sanders laughed, and because he was petting me, I wasn’t able to take too much offense at the submissive’s insult. “If you’re not comfortable with doing it, I won’t force you.”

“All I have to do is pet him?”

“That’s it. I’ll leave you alone with him for ten minutes and see how he’s doing after. It’ll be easier if I’m not in the room hovering.”

I cracked open an eye. While Chrissy didn’t look happy about it, she knelt beside me. When she tentatively touched my belly fur, her eyes widened. “He’s softer than cashmere.”

“I bet I could make a fortune if I charged by the minute.” Sanders stood, stretching. “I’m going to go make a call in the kitchen. If you need me, shout out.”

“If I need you, I’ll be screaming,” Chrissy promised.

“You’ll be fine.”

The submissive Fenerec wrinkled her nose, but petted me anyway. As my human had so often done for me, I fed him the calm she offered.




[image: Image]




While Sanders’s submissive helped, my human needed something else—something more. Growling my frustration, I rolled over, snapping my teeth as I struggled to stand.

Chrissy shrieked, which brought Sanders at a run. Flattening my ears back, I limped my way towards the other Alpha. My right hind leg was the worst, refusing to bear any of my weight. I snarled each and every step.

Without my human, I wasn’t healing, not like I should, and judging by the worry in Sanders scent, he realized it.

We were supposed to be a pair. We weren’t supposed to have a beginning or an end, but rather a melding that left us always nosing at each other’s territory. I was supposed to draw on him while he was likewise supposed to rely on me.

Sanders knelt beside me. “Richard, have you healed at all?”

Chrissy clapped her hands to her mouth. “Richard? He’s your friend Richard? And he’s wild?”

I turned an ear back at the fear in Chrissy’s voice. Sighing, I shook my head.

“Damn it. Chrissy, thanks for coming out. I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. Will you be okay with him? If he’s…”

“I’ll take care of him,” Sanders whispered.

The submissive hesitated before backing her way out of her Alpha’s den.

“You’re his wolf, aren’t you?” Sitting down next to me, Sanders pinched the bridge of his nose. “Richard’s not in there at all, is he?”

We were Richard, but I didn’t know how to explain it to the other Alpha. He hadn’t been born with his wolf. He had found him later. We were different. We had always been us, a human bound to a wolf and a wolf bound to a human.

But he was right; my human was lost, tired, and worn. I didn’t know how to restore us to what we needed to be.

I didn’t like being in control without my human fighting me, forcing me to surpass him. We had tried too hard, pushed too far, and done what we shouldn’t have been able to do, and my human was paying the price for it. He had called on me, begged for my help to help the two who were pack but weren’t part of our pack. He had been the one to surpass our limits and dominate the wolf we never should have been able to control, all for the sake of our mate.

Then, bit by bit, he crumbled away despite Desmond’s efforts to keep my human strong.

Without my human, I couldn’t even cling to our pack bonds. We, together, had to do it.

I whined, leaning against Sanders.

He picked me up, burying his face in the scruff of my neck. “I’ll call Desmond. Maybe he’ll know what to do.”

Desmond couldn’t help us. He had already tried, but I didn’t have any way to tell him that, not without my human’s help.

Sanders carried me back to the couch, slumping down on it. I managed to draw on my human enough to understand what he was doing. Putting his phone on speaker, he called Desmond.

“Desmond.”

“Theoretical question, Desmond.”

“I don’t like those, Sanders.”

“Tough shit,” Sanders snarled.

There was a long moment of silence. I turned my ears back and waited, shivering. Sanders stroked his hand down my back.

“Fine, what is this theoretical question of yours?”

“Can the human half of a Fenerec die?”

Baring my teeth in a silent snarl, I considered taking a bite out of Sanders for even suggesting my human was going to die. I wouldn’t allow it.

If I didn’t die, everything that made us who we were would disappear.

I didn’t want to become a lesser cousin.

We were Fenerec, him and I together.

“Some may argue running wild is essentially that,” Desmond finally answered. “Has one of your pack run wild?”

“No, one of my pack hasn’t run wild. Have you ever had a talk with just a Fenerec’s wolf?”

Desmond sighed. “I think you need to tell me what you’re doing a miserable job of hinting at, Sanders. I’ve had a long day, and you’re not helping.”

“No luck finding Richard’s Porsche?”

I cocked my head and watched Sanders with interest, wondering why he was baiting Desmond, a far more dominant Fenerec.

Desmond sighed. “No luck.”

“Have you spoken to Richard’s pack?”

“He’s completely cut off from the pack. Frank’s acting as Alpha. They can’t find him anywhere in the pack bonds. They think he cut himself out sometime early this morning. They don’t think he’s dead, but they can’t find him. They’ve never felt anything like it.”

Sanders scratched me under my chin. “So, let’s talk about it. Is Wendy there?”

“I’ll put it on speaker. Wendy and the girls are here.”

“Perfect.”

“Okay, you’re on speaker. What do you have for me?”

“A potential scenario I want to run by you, Desmond. When Richard arrived in Seattle, he got into a dominance fight with you at my pack’s cabin.”

Desmond spat curses. “Yes. Why are you bringing this up?”

“He was out for something like two hours after you took him down, right?”

“Something like that. What does this have to do with anything?”

“Richard’s been separated from his pack for several weeks now. He fought with you at the airport. How long did he hold you and Wendy?”

Desmond sighed and remained silent.

“Four hours maybe?” I recognized Lisa’s voice by the uncertainty in her tone and the way she spoke. Our mate didn’t hesitate, not the way Lisa did.

“Six hours,” Desmond grumbled. “He kept a hold on me until he brought Nicolina home from the hospital.”

“I couldn’t hold you for an hour even with my entire pack helping me—I might be able to do it if I were desperate, but not for long,” Sanders said, shaking his head at me. He ran his finger down the length of my nose. “My pack is larger than Richard’s by at least fifteen wolves. We cover more territory, too. By numbers, we should be the stronger pack. How did Richard react after?”

“He collapsed,” Wendy replied. “Charles went to put him in his place, and he collapsed. Richard’s wolf was exhausted.”

“What did you do?” Sanders asked.

“We kept him awake until he started fighting back against Charles. Maybe eighteen hours in total after he collapsed. He slept for almost two days afterwards.”

“Did anything unusual happen after? Any problems with his wolf?”

Desmond sucked in a breath. “He kept trying to change to his wolf. I had to keep dominating him so he would stay a human. Frank called me whenever he felt Richard starting to change. What do you know about it?”

“I don’t know anything. I’m making guesses—slightly educated ones. You need to call in his pack, Desmond. Bring them all in. I don’t care where they’re at. Get them in the area. I’m opening my territory to them. They know him better than anyone else.”

“Hold on, I’ll conference call in Frank,” Desmond said. I put my ears back.

“Frank,” my Second answered when the call connected.

“Sanders is on the call with us,” Desmond said instead of a greeting. “He might have some ideas about Richard.”

“I’ll take anything,” Frank replied. “What do you have, Sanders?”

“Who is the most submissive in your pack?” Sanders asked.

“Alex,” Frank replied.

I crossed my paws over my eyes.

When my human learned our Second had told Desmond our human brother was in our pack, he was going to be enraged. It was his secret guilt.

The silence stretched on.

“I thought Alex was Richard’s Normal brother,” Desmond’s daughter said, her tone terse with annoyance. I savored her voice and her fire, but my human didn’t respond to our mate’s words.

“He is,” Frank whispered.

“You have a Normal in your pack,” Desmond stated in a tone so neutral I shivered.

Sanders rubbed my ears before saying, “Richard doesn’t like talking about it. I’ve known for a while. Most of the Alphas know. There’s a rule we have when dealing with the Silvered Wolf. It’s the dirty black secret we all know because we value our lives.”

“What rule is that?” Desmond demanded.

Frank sighed. “You don’t touch Alex. Richard will kill anyone who does. He runs completely wild if Alex is threatened. He’s impossible to control if he thinks Alex is in danger. The first thing we do if we think there’s trouble is make sure Alex is safe.”

“Where’s Alex?” Sanders demanded.

“He always heads off for Christmas week. I think he’s in Europe with his parents.”

“With Richard’s parents?” Wendy demanded. “Isn’t Richard fairly old?”

“They’re Fenerec,” Frank replied. “I wouldn’t talk about his parents with him. It’s a sore subject. Look, I’m not sure how old Richard is, but when he took over Yellowknife, he was still a puppy, Desmond. He might have been sixteen or seventeen if I had to make a guess, if that. I guess it’s possible he just looked young, but he wasn’t fully grown. Alex was three. His parents left them alone, abandoning them for months at a time. They globe trotted, and Richard couldn’t stand moving his baby brother around all of the time. From what I understand, he made a run for it with Alex. He hasn’t spoken to his parents since.”

I tried to slink off the couch, but Sanders caught me, held me against his chest, and stroked my fur. He didn’t say anything, but I felt him testing his influence over me. I let him, shivering.

My human hated remembering. I did, too.

We hadn’t wanted Yellowknife’s pack. We had just wanted to protect what was ours.

“Richard was a rogue?” Desmond demanded, his voice cracking.

Frank made a distressed noise. “It was today, okay? He had to take over Yellowknife’s pack today, eighteen years ago. He always shuts down this time of year. He runs wild, heads off in the woods, and runs until he can’t anymore. That’s why I didn’t call you. It happens every year. He always comes back around the New Year like nothing happened, tired and worn out. Sometimes he comes back early. He shows up a day or two after Alex returns from his trips.”

“Frank, you will have Alex in Seattle on the next feasible flight, or I’m going on a hunt. I will find him, I will haul him back, and if it lures Richard out of hiding, I’ll beat the puppy black and blue.”

At the promise of violence in Desmond’s voice and words, I struggled in Sanders’s hold. He clamped his hand over my muzzle. “Why don’t we try calling Alex first and asking nicely, Desmond.”

“I can try calling him,” our mate declared. “Richard’s phone is here.”

“Call on speaker,” Desmond ordered.

I stared at Sanders’s phone, wiggling in my effort to free myself from the Alpha’s hold. Sanders kept his grip firm on me, though he released my muzzle to resume stroking my back. He ducked his head to whisper in my ear, “Relax.”

Sanders cheated. He exerted dominance over me, and without my human to support me, I lost. I went limp in his arms. He settled me on his lap, digging his fingers into the scruff of my neck.

“It’s not like you to call me this time of year,” my brother answered after the second ring. “What do you need?”

The sound of our brother’s voice soothed me, but it didn’t wake my human. I couldn’t even feel him stir, though I was still aware of him deep within. Without the pack bonds, which I couldn’t restore without his help, I couldn’t feel Alex.

As always, Alex wasn’t aware of us. That was our curse and burden to bear.

“Hi. My name is Nicolina, and my dad wants you to fly to Seattle.”

“Nicolina?” my brother sounded confused.

My human hadn’t told him the names of Desmond’s daughters.

“Nicolina Desmond. Your brother’s staying with us.”

“What’s wrong?” Alex demanded.

“Hello, Alex. It’s Frank.”

“Frank? You’re there?”

Not even the worry in Alex’s voice was enough to jolt my human back to awareness.

“Conference call, Pup. Look, your brother’s cut himself off from the pack completely. I’m acting as the Alpha for now. We can’t find him, his Porsche is gone, and we’re not sure if he’s even alive or not. You need to get your ass to Seattle on the next flight out,” Frank replied.

“If you can’t find a commercial flight, I will hire a charter for you,” Desmond said. “Where are you?”

“Rome,” Alex replied. “Hold on, I’ll see what I can do about a flight. I’ll call you back when I find out more.”

Alex hung up.

Sanders made a thoughtful noise. “If I were a wolf with a distressed human, I would go to the wildest place I could find to escape, somewhere with no lodges, somewhere without the winter tourist attractions. Somewhere like North Cascades National Park. They close down the pass over the winter, so while the park’s accessible, it’s often empty. Vehicle traffic is low. It’d be the perfect place to dump a Porsche without anyone finding it for a long time. A small, fast wolf like Richard could cross a hundred or more miles in a day if he felt like it.”

“Richard is not a small wolf,” Desmond replied.

“Bullshit, Desmond. I have photographic evidence of you cuddling him while he was sleeping.”

Desmond growled. “He typically weighs in at three hundred and fifty pounds, Sanders.”

“He’s got quite the range. Fifteen pounds soaking wet all the way up to three fifty?”

“Closer to forty.”

“A thousand bucks says fifteen pounds,” Sanders countered.

I didn’t need my human to tell me Sanders was trying to profit from me. I sank my teeth into his wrist and bit down hard enough to warn him I could do a lot of damage to him if I wanted to.

“You sound confident, Sanders.” Desmond growled. “If you bring me a fifteen pound Richard, I will give you the Mercedes you keep drooling over.”

“Fifteen pounds soaking wet,” Sanders corrected.

“I don’t care if he’s wet, Sanders. I just want him back.”
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Sanders told Desmond he would check the Cascades for my human’s box. He wanted me to guide him to it, but the black trails humans used baffled me. I rode on Sanders’s lap.

My human hadn’t done a very good job of hiding his box. Sanders found it without much difficulty.

After a bit of searching, he also found where my human had stashed the jingly bits needed to make the box move. After making a call to his pack for Sanders’s box to be picked up, he dug through the back of my human’s box for a blanket. Once he bunched it up on the empty seat, he placed me on it.

“You’d kill me later if I let you scratch up the leather,” Sanders said, rubbing my ears.

My human’s box didn’t like Sanders. Sanders complained about it the entire way, but when he made it back to Desmond’s den with it, Desmond rushed out.

“You found the Porsche.”

Sanders grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, pulling me to his lap before he climbed out of my human’s box. “Someone needs to tell Richard he needs to stop driving that Porsche where it snows. It handles like shit when the roads are slick. I found this puppy that might interest you.”

Sanders settled me in the crook of his arm, careful of my hind legs. It still hurt enough he drew a whine out of me. Desmond’s nose flared.

“Where did you find him? With the Porsche?”

“A couple hit him with his car. They brought him down to Earl’s practice, who called me. I couldn’t think of any other puppy in our area with such a pale coat. His color is washing out, though. He might end up pure white if we don’t figure out how to help him. His scent’s fading, too. I asked Chrissy to try her luck with him, but it didn’t do any good.”

“Chrissy’s more submissive than Wendy,” Desmond murmured, staring at me with narrowed eyes.

“He did bite me once, but other than that, he’s been pretty docile. My guess is that he’s trending to submissive.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“He managed to convince Earl and send him into a panic. I know, it’s Richard we’re talking about here, but you know how he is. He might lower his gaze, but he’ll sneak peeks for the fun of it. Not this puppy. He looks down, and he doesn’t even try.”

I flattened my ears, but the Alpha was right.

Without my human constantly fighting for control, without his edge to make me wary, I didn’t need to keep constant vigil, so I hadn’t.

“Why did he bite you?”

“It was around the time you were threatening to beat his precious little brother black and blue.”

“You had him the entire time?” Desmond growled.

“I was hoping the conversation would wake him up. It didn’t. I’ll still take the Mercedes, though.”

“Sanders.”

“Let’s get him inside. Maybe Wendy will have better luck than Chrissy. He might be playing submissive, but he still scared her, and she doesn’t work well when frightened. Wendy might be a little better motivated,” Sanders said.

When Desmond reached for me, Sanders submitted and let the other Fenerec scoop me up. I whined when he touched my hind legs.

“Be careful with him; he’s not healing, either.”

“It’s that bad?” Desmond demanded, tightening his hold on me.

“Considering he couldn’t point me in the direction of his prized Porsche at all, it’s that bad. You might want to rethink your stance on having a puppy around your house, though I’m sure someone in Yellowknife will take him.”

Desmond snarled a curse and carried me to his den.
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I was tired of being passed around. Desmond couldn’t keep his hands off of me, and each time he gave me to his mate, he would pace, fidget, and growl until he took me back from her. Both of Desmond’s daughters stared at me with wide eyes.

“Is that really Richard?” our mate demanded, crossing her arms over her chest, her eyes narrowing as she glared at me.

My human didn’t even realize we had her full attention, just like we wanted.

“In the same way your sister’s kitten is a lion,” Desmond grumbled.

I didn’t know what a lion was, but the so-called kitten at the other end of the table didn’t look like it’d make interesting or filling prey. Turning my ears back at the insult, I twisted around and nipped Desmond’s hand in rebuke.

He rubbed my ears.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“I don’t know.” Desmond sighed and pressed his nose to my neck, breathing in my scent. “You’re the one who wanted a puppy, Nicolina. He’s your responsibility.”

While I was tired of being passed around, our mate came around the table willingly enough to take me away from her father. “You’re acting like he’s a dog.”

I approved of her displeasure at Desmond’s behavior, thrusting my nose under her chin and breathing in her scent.

“Does he look like a wolf to you?”

I met Desmond’s wolf-yellow eyes, but under the pressure of his stare, I lowered my head and whined.

“Charles,” Wendy whispered, her rebuke gentle.

Desmond turned his head and broke our eye contact. “I’ll call Frank,” he mumbled.

Our mate sighed, poking the tip of my nose with her finger. I licked her hand, and her expression and scent changed to one of puzzlement. “And you’re really sure this is Richard?”

Maybe she didn’t understand the reasons why, but I preened that she was aware enough to know something was wrong with my human.

“I’m sure it’s him,” Sanders answered, reaching over to stroke my head. “His scent has weakened, but it was pretty strong when Earl brought him to me.”

Desmond set my human’s phone in the middle of the table. It rang and was answered by our Second.

“Got any news?” Frank demanded.

“News, but it’s bad,” Desmond grumbled. “Sanders found his Porsche and brought home a little white puppy. His scent’s deteriorating. I’d give it until maybe tomorrow afternoon until he’s nothing more than a dog. I need you all here as soon as you can get in the air.”

I bristled at the insult, raising my hackles and voicing a single growl.

Our mate set me on the box the humans were seated around, holding onto the scruff of my neck. “Richard,” she rebuked.

Our Second was silent for a long time. “As soon as we can make arrangements, we’ll be there. Richard took the jet with him to Seattle, so I can’t even pull it out to get a pilot for the damned thing.”

I could smell Desmond’s surprise. “Richard flew in? But his Porsche is here.”

“It’s a pretty big jet, Mr. Desmond. He just drives the Porsche into the cargo bay, ties it down, and off he goes. It’s big enough for the whole pack and then some, assuming he can get us on it. He hasn’t had any luck with it yet. It’s a death box with wings and wheels. He won’t take Alex up in it, and his brother’s been asking for years. Anyway, his Cessna’s here, but it’s a four seater. Jack can fly it, though. I’m not sure anyone other than Richard can handle the jet. Landing it is a nightmare. How he hasn’t crashed it yet, I don’t know. I’m not stupid enough to fly in it.”

“Richard told me he could fly commercial planes when we were at the airport,” our mate’s sister said in a quiet voice.

“His jet isn’t quite that big, but close enough. He’s a master at crash landings because that’s the only way he gets that bird on the ground. I swear he spends more money and time fixing it than he does actually flying it. Costs him a fortune in fuel, too,” Frank replied. “You should see where he lands it in Yellowknife, since it’s so antiquated that the airport won’t let him use their runways. They value their tarmac too much.”

Desmond narrowed his eyes at me, and I turned away, using our mate as a shield. She cooperated, murmuring soothingly.

“Get in the air, Frank. Alex is on his way from Rome, but I don’t know if he’ll make it in time.”

“It’ll take us about eight hours, maybe a bit longer. The Cessna’s winterized, but Jack can get it going; it’ll just take him an hour or two. I’ll call the airport and see if they can get the bird ready a bit faster.” Frank hesitated. “How bad is he, really?”

Sanders ran his hands through his hair, bowing his head. “I don’t know your wolves very well, Frank, but I’d drag your weakest wolves out of bed and get them onto the plane with you. Does your pack have any puppies at the moment?”

“Sure, we have a young bitch with her puppy coat. She’s twelve. Richard will skin us all for rugs if we bring her out of our territory, Desmond. He’ll kill us, especially if we let her near courting wolves. Her parents have her up at his place for the winter. I’m pretty sure he’s already decided who he wants for her mate in a few years, too.”

Desmond drummed his fingers on the box. “Better an annoyed Richard who wants our blood than no Richard at all. Get her on the plane, Frank. Sanders, call around and find one of your older unmated wolves—one who can keep his teeth to himself. I’ll give him the keys to my Mercedes for a week if he can deal with rutting without mating with Richard’s puppy.”

I bristled, twisting around to glare at Desmond. While I thought our Sasha would become a fine bitch, my human had been adamant. She was still ours, and we weren’t sharing our puppy with anyone. She was too young, too uncertain, and needed help with her wolf. Until they were better melded, we wouldn’t allow her to mate. I wiggled in my mate’s grip, snarling and snapping my teeth at the other Alpha for daring to countermand my human’s wishes for our youngest bitch.

“Richard!” our mate squealed, struggling to keep a hold on me as I clawed at the box in order to reach Desmond.

“She’ll be on the plane. I’ll bring her father as well. Richard likes him.”

“Is he submissive?” Desmond asked.

“He’s about as submissive as a nuclear bomb, Desmond.”

“Well, this is going to be fun,” Sanders predicted.

I snarled at him, too.
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I exhausted myself in my effort to prevent the other Fenerec from overstepping their bounds and going against my human’s wishes. Panting, I flopped on the big wooden box, dully staring at our mate in the hopes she would do something to help my cause.

She didn’t. She stifled a yawn, glaring at Sanders, who was sprawled across the box, drooling all over it as he slept.

“Are you just going to let him do that?” our mate demanded, pointing at the slumbering Alpha.

“Yes,” Desmond replied. “Lisa and your mom went to sleep hours ago. Go to bed, Nicolina. Take Richard with you. If he gives you trouble, kick him until he stops.”

“I’m not going to kick him,” our mate snapped. “He can barely walk.”

“Running out in front of cars will do that,” her father pointed out. “Now you know why you should look both ways before crossing the street.”

“That’s terrible.”

“You have my permission to humiliate him in any fashion you desire, especially if it knocks sense back into him. Just be careful with his legs, and don’t hurt him any more than he already is.”

I was too tired to do anything more than voice a low growl.

“Can I feed Lisa’s devil kitten to him?” Nicolina grumbled, pulling me towards her. I whined when she touched my aching legs.

“No, you may not.” Desmond got up, circled the box, and kissed his daughter’s forehead. “I’ll come for Richard when his pack arrives.”

 “Okay.” Our mate picked me up, draping me over her shoulder to carry me upstairs.

Her den smelled of her, but the lingering traces of our scent marked when our mate had permitted us within her space. She set me on her nest, crossed her arms over her chest, and glared at me.

“I liked you better when you were annoying. At least you were interesting—annoying, obnoxious, egotistical, and stubborn, but that was better than this. Now look at you.”

Our mate was unhappy, and because she was unhappy, I was unhappy. I whined, lowering my head. She sighed, sat on the ground beside her nest, and poked my nose. “I didn’t even thank you for helping Mom and Dad. Lisa told me what you did. And then you came to the hospital when they couldn’t. I hate hospitals.”

My mate rubbed her eyes, and alarmed, I wiggled to the edge of her nest to rub my muzzle against her face. In my effort to ease the distress in her scent, I licked her chin.

Lifting her head, she stared down her nose at me, her reddened eyes blazing. “Father told me to humiliate you.”

I turned my ears back. Our mate was clever and dangerous; she had shown us that already. My human was wary when she hunted us, although I enjoyed it. Without my human to offer his insights, I worried her tricks would prove more than I could defuse.

I needed my human to give our mate a proper challenge, and he wasn’t responding to her.

When she grabbed her brush, I perked my ears forward. I liked the brush more than my human did, though he enjoyed any attention our mate offered us. As she stroked it down my back, I writhed at the way my skin tingled.

“You’re shameless,” she scolded, though she didn’t stop, not until she had finished situating my fur to her liking. “If you don’t snap out of this and behave, I’m taking a baseball bat to the Porsche.”

I was certain my human wouldn’t be happy about our mate doing something to his box, not that I understood what she meant by ‘taking a baseball bat’ to it. Bats were interesting prey, elusive but crunchy. Did my human’s box need to eat bats? My human remained as he had for hours, hiding with the despondency of a sickened wolf who stayed away for the sake of the pack.

“You like pink too much for that to work, so I’ll just have to figure something else out.” Rising to her feet, she prowled to one of the boxes in her room, searching for something. “No, that won’t do…”

She lifted something up, and I recognized it as something my human had inflicted on us. Neither of us liked silver, but I remembered my human scheming with our mate’s father for gifts. Desmond couldn’t touch the metal even when new, not without it being obvious to the Normals something was wrong. My human could, barely. We were better than Desmond and his wolf, who avoided silver whenever possible.

We embraced it, letting it color our fur, staining us for the pride of our pack. It hurt, but it was a tolerable pain. My human had thought our mate’s enjoyment of the metal amusing. It had been his idea to buy the collar in black and silver, something to keep her safe from the other males while matching our colors.

I didn’t understand the flowers, but my human had been intrigued, playing along with Desmond’s human, manipulating the other’s wolf into buying gifts for our mate. It let us fulfill our duties without stirring Desmond’s suspicions.

My human was clever when he wanted to be.

The charms had been my human’s idea as well, and all it had taken was a subtle word from him to stoke Desmond’s instincts to provide for his puppy. We had allowed our mate’s father to think himself the one behind the gifts, but I knew better. My human was as wise as he was clever, when he wasn’t being stubborn.

Our mate lifted the collar and spun it in her fingers, narrowing her eyes at me. “If talking won’t work, perhaps you need a little pain to wake you up.”

I backed away, tucking my tail, locking my gaze on the collar with its silver chain. Without my human, I didn’t know how it would affect me—how it would affect us.

“Richard, come,” she demanded, and because she was our mate, because she called us by name, I obeyed. I slinked forward, lowering my head and whining. “Paw.”

Whimpering, I lifted my paw for her.

She draped her collar over my foreleg. The silver, gifted from us to her, seared through my fur, tarnishing it to black. I yowled, scrambling back. In my effort to get as far away from the metal as possible, I fell off her nest and thumped to the floor.

Silver wasn’t supposed to hurt us so easily.

Something in me caved and snapped, and my human hurt as much as I did. Our mate snatched her collar, dangling it in front of her as she chased after us.

With a dismayed howl, I retreated to the door of her den. She had left it cracked open, and I wiggled through the opening. The pain in my front leg shadowed the discomfort in my hindquarters. With her close on my heels, I darted away.

Our mate ruthlessly pursued, and I could smell her excitement as she stalked after us. “Come here, Richard,” she called.

It wasn’t strong, but my human’s unease writhed beneath my fur.

I wanted our mate, but a wise wolf knew when to flee to fight another day, and I didn’t want to know what she would do to me if she caught me while she held her collar. Pain was an excellent teacher, and I didn’t need my human to remind me our mate was willing to inflict it on us.
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My mate was enjoying herself way too much.

I tumbled my way down the steps from the floor with her den all the way down to where the humans liked gathering. As I thumped and rolled to a halt, I felt the gaze of several Fenerec fall on me. Desmond’s was the worst, and I felt his wolf’s presence prodding at me.

I staggered to my paws, and hearing the patter of my mate’s feet behind us, I scrambled for safety. I didn’t fit under the cushioned box. I abandoned my efforts, running into the clear barrier hoping I could break through it. I bounced off, crumpling beside it. Shaking my head, I ran for Sanders, crashing into his legs and clawing at his feet in my desperation to escape my mate.

“Nicolina, what are you doing?” Desmond demanded.

I heard the silver chains jingle as she waved them in her father’s direction. “He really, really doesn’t like it.”

“So you’re chasing him around the house at four in the morning while your sister and mother are trying to sleep.”

“Don’t worry, Father. Once he stops running, I’ll collar him and take him outside so he can watch me redecorate his Porsche with your baseball bat.”

Sanders reached down, grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, and pulled me out from beneath the box he was sitting on. “Richard, you better run. For the sake of your Porsche, if nothing else.”

“You burned him,” Desmond growled.

“He’ll live,” my mate replied with chilling certainty. “He may not like it, but he’ll live.”

“She’s a chip off the old block,” Sanders said, pressing me to his face. “Before you torture him, let me enjoy his fur, Nicolina.”

“Father said I could torture him all I wanted,” my mate snapped, waving the collar at the Fenerec.

Laughing, Sanders gave me another brisk rub with his cheek before setting me down. “Have fun.”

“I didn’t say you could torture him, daughter. I said you could humiliate him.”

“Isn’t it the same thing?”

I took advantage of my mate’s bickering with her father to make a run for it, my claws sliding and slipping on the smooth floor before I managed to reach the rougher carpeting of the communal den. Launching myself at the couch, I climbed over the back of it and jumped in the direction of the door.

“No, Richard, you can’t go outside,” Sanders called out. “You’re an indoor dog until further notice.”

I howled at the insult.

“Quiet, Richard,” Desmond chided. “Sleeping mate and child are upstairs.”

Defying him at the top of my lungs, I ran for the steps leading up into other parts of the den, skidding to a halt as Nicolina darted at me, reaching out with her collar. Twisting around, I ran in the other direction, ending up in a room with a big box. Desmond’s scent was all over, marking it as part of his den.

I dove under his box. A web of lines entangled me, and I smacked to the carpet, struggling to free myself. Something crashed to the floor beside me. I yipped, recoiling.

Humans liked their boxes too much.

“Richard!” Desmond bellowed.

I grabbed hold of the offending web in my teeth and shook my head as hard as I could. Another crash was accompanied by our mate’s startled squeak. Breaking free, I kicked my hind paws in disdain, took advantage of our mate’s distraction, and darted by her. Desmond made a grab at me, but I ran between his legs.

“Come back here, you mangy, flea-bitten mutt!”

“Father, he does not have fleas,” our mate protested.

“You’re okay with mange but not with fleas?” Sanders asked, stepping out of my path as I barreled back the way I came. “Look at him. How can you accuse such a beauty of mange? If you don’t knock him to his senses, you could take him to a dog show and make a fortune in competition with that fur.”

“When he’s back to normal, I’m telling him you called him beautiful,” Desmond replied. The Alpha growled, crossing his arms over his chest. I paused near the box situated on the slick floors, panting as I caught my breath.

Our mate stalked towards us, one hand behind her back. My human wasn’t all that coherent, but he warned me she still had the offensive collar on her somewhere, even though I couldn’t see it. I lowered my head and bared my teeth, uttering a single growl at her.

“Get him from behind,” she hissed.

I snarled when Desmond joined in our mate’s hunt while Sanders watched and laughed. He had a small box in his hand, and it made snapping and clicking noises with the occasional flash.

“Frank’s going to piss himself when he sees this,” Sanders promised.

I lunged for Sanders, snapping my teeth at his heels. He yelped as I scored a hit on him, hard enough he kicked at me in reaction. Sliding beneath his feet, I escaped from my mate to circle around her father.

“What are you attacking me for, Richard? I’m on your side, I swear. Look, I don’t have any silver, and I’m not trying to stop you from doing whatever you want. That’s them. Don’t bite me.”

Desmond dove at me from around a corner of his den, clawing at the scruff of my neck in his effort to capture me. I yowled and yipped. He pinned me to the floor, and I rolled, raking his arm with my back paws.

“Will you stop that?” he ordered. I felt his wolf’s presence lurking over me, preparing to put me in my place for my resistance.

My human didn’t like when I submitted. Although I knew I should, although I wanted to lower my eyes and bow to the other Fenerec, I latched my teeth onto Desmond’s wrist instead and kept paddling at him. I didn’t press my fangs down hard into his frail human skin.

There were limits to how far I would go for my human, and I had already learned my lesson. Mouthing at Desmond with a nip of teeth was forgivable. Drawing blood wasn’t.

“Holy shit, he’s actually biting you,” Sanders said, and once again, he pointed the box at me. It made a snapping noise.

“If you keep taking photos instead of helping, I’m going to bite you,” Desmond snapped.

“Fifteen pounds soaking wet. Can’t handle him on your own?” the Alpha taunted.

Desmond was so distracted by Sanders I took advantage of the opportunity, twisted, and rolled free, my claws scraping the slick floor as I gained purchase to race across the den.

“Damn it, Dad! Pay attention,” my mate shrieked.

“Shit. Slippery little runt,” Desmond grumbled.

I paused long enough to pose for them, dancing on my paws. Sanders took another photo with his box. Our mate scowled at me, and I fed my enjoyment of her attention to my human.

“How hard can he be to catch?” Sanders once again taunted, following after our mate and her father at a sedate pace.

“‘Let me have a puppy,’ you said. ‘How hard can it be to take care of a puppy,’ you said,” Desmond complained, glaring at our mate with his hands on his knees. Then he turned his attention to me. “Do not make me change and come after you, Richard. I will, and you won’t like it.”

I flicked the tip of my tail at him before trotting deeper into his den.

Sanders’s howled laughter followed in my wake. “Why don’t you go change, Desmond. Nicolina can keep him occupied. We’ll let him outside, and he can run himself exhausted. He won’t be able to get far with you on his heels.”

“We are not letting him outside,” Desmond growled.

“So you’re going to chase him in your house instead? Do you like replacing all your furniture?”

Desmond straightened, slapping his hands together. “It’s due to be replaced anyway. I already had to do the living room, so why not the rest of it?”

“You mean I had to do the living room,” our mate grumbled.

“Your puppy,” Desmond replied with a smirk. “I’m pretty sure that means you have to fix anything he breaks.” With a yellow gleam in his eye, Desmond stalked our mate, put his finger under her chin, and lifted her head. He kissed her brow. “I own you for years, little one. You’ll be working off your debt until you’re at least thirty.”

“Dad,” our mate wailed. “That’s not fair.”

“Better catch your puppy quick then, darling. Off you go.”

When Desmond retreated deeper into his den, closing the door behind him, I ran off. Our mate was too busy yelling at her father to watch where I went. I explored, pausing when I found a place where my scent lingered. Like Desmond’s den, it had a box. I checked over my shoulder, and when I was certain neither our mate, Sanders, or Desmond was behind me, I headed deeper inside.

My human stirred enough to teach me the secret of the boxes within the box. I pawed one open, snuffling as it slid easily at my command. It was dark inside, empty, and perfect for denning. At his suggestion, I hopped inside. It moved beneath me, and when it clicked closed, my human once again slumbered, content in the enclosed darkness.

I curled up, resting my nose on my paws. Draping my tail over my eyes, I settled in to wait.
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Our mate was close.

I yawned in silence, otherwise keeping still so our hiding place wasn’t discovered. Something creaked outside of our box, and our mate groaned. It was a tired sound.

“He’s totally disappeared. I don’t get it, Sanders. Where could he have gone? We’ve checked everywhere,” she complained.

“And with his scent so weak, not even your father’s nose is able to find him. We know he isn’t outside, though when the pack arrives, we’ll have to make sure the little runt doesn’t make a run for it. Alex can—”

There was a buzzing noise. I put my ears back at the sound. It didn’t alarm my human, who slumbered through the racket.

“I’ll get it,” our mate said, and I heard the patter of her feet as she hurried away.

“You may as well change back, Desmond. You’re not doing us any good like that, and the last thing we need is Frank trying to keep you from ripping into Richard’s wolves.”

Desmond growled from somewhere nearby.

“It’s not my fault Richard’s too damned smart for his own good,” Sanders replied. “Go on. I’ll keep looking for him.”

When I heard a startled cry and Desmond’s growl, my human panicked. I lurched to my paws, forgot I was in a small space, and cracked my head against something hard and unyielding.

The box lurched and Sanders grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, yanking me out of my hiding place. “Got you, you little devil,” he hissed at me in triumph.

I dangled in his grip, tucked my tail and paws, and whined.

“Okay, easy,” Sanders murmured, holding me to his chest. He cradled me in one arm and stroked my fur. “Desmond, stop terrorizing the guests.”

My human fought me, and I delighted in his feeble attempts to overthrow my control. Without the pack bonds to guide me, I wasn’t sure which of our wolves Desmond had startled, but the cry had been familiar. I gave my human enough space to situate himself, though his efforts left him tired and weak.

Sanders carried us out of the den with our scent in it. “Found him,” he announced.

“Richard?”

Our little brother sounded tired, and my human immediately worried, and his anxiety joined with my own. Desmond stalked towards our submissive, hackles raised and teeth bared.

Desmond’s growls were answered by two other voices. I recognized the sounds and froze in Sanders’s grip. I remembered the warnings from when we had been a puppy, seeing the world for the first time, until we were old enough to take care of ourselves.

Our father stood with his hands in his pockets, eyes narrowed to slits, wolf-gold and burning bright. Our mother stood beside him, her hand resting lightly on our father’s elbow. She stared at me, her mouth curved in the frown we remembered too well.

My human’s anxiety made way for panic. I struggled in Sanders’s hold, but he didn’t set us free. I shoved my nose under his chin and whined.

“He’s absolutely terrified,” Sanders said, his voice awed.

Desmond’s head snapped around to face me, his ears twisting back.

My mother huffed, and she stepped around Desmond without acknowledging his presence. Sanders backed up several steps until his back collided with the wall. I shuddered.

With my human so afraid and worried, I couldn’t soothe him.

When our mother grabbed hold of our scruff, I howled, pawing at Sanders in an effort to remain with the Alpha. He let me go, sliding away with his hands held up in a placating gesture.

“That’s enough,” our mother snapped.

I cowered, as did my human. Our father was the final enforcer, but our mother made the rules, and punishment for defiance was severe. She didn’t rely on him, not often. We remembered her bites. We remembered her hunting us down, and with firm order, forcing us to be human or to be wolf as she decided. Together, they had controlled us, caged us in, bound us to human and wolf ways until they had grown bored of us and had mated again. When our little brother had been born, their interest had turned to him.

But our little brother hadn’t been born a wolf. He hadn’t lived up to their expectations. When he wasn’t what they desired, they were going to throw him away, abandoning him to the Normals.

We needed to take our little brother away and protect him.

In my desperation to ease my human’s terror before it broke him, I twisted around and bit down as hard as I could on our mother’s arm, growling and snarling. She cried out, her blood hot on my tongue. My human’s shock slammed through me. I shook my head, raking with my hind paws as my human so loved to do when we hunted.

Our mate shrieked. I saw Sanders move out of the corner of my eye, and with crushing force, he grabbed the back of my neck and twisted. Something creaked and I went numb, falling limp in his grip.

“Back the fuck off, lady,” Sanders snarled. I dangled from his grip, unable to lift my head or even tuck my tail.

Our mother recoiled a step as the full force of Sanders’s will, backed by his pack, pulsed from him. The feel of his wolf surrounded me, crushing what little resistance I had to him. He knelt, lying me down on the slick floor. Digging his fingers into the thick fur of my neck, he touched a spot that sent me into twitching convulsions. Pain stabbed down my spine, and I was unable to shelter my human from it.

He hurt along with me.

“Shh,” Sanders whispered, continuing to massage my neck. “You’ll be fine. Alex, come here.”

“What do you want with our son?” our father demanded in a snarl.

“Unless you want Richard to die, you’ll shut up, back off, and let Alex do his job,” Sanders growled back, which was echoed by Desmond. “Desmond, don’t kill them.”

“What do you mean by he’ll die?”

My human heard the fear in our mate’s voice and didn't like it. Neither did I.

Our little brother eased his way around Desmond, who shuffled aside to make room for him.

“What do you mean by he’ll die?” Nicolina’s voice rose an octave, taking on a piercing quality.

Alex slumped to his knees, and with shaking hands, he picked us up, holding us close to him. “What’s wrong with him?”

“I don’t know, Alex. All I can guess is when he dominated Desmond, something happened. He collapsed afterwards, and from what I can tell, the human side of him has been fading ever since. His wolf isn’t doing much better,” Sanders replied.

Our mother backed away, holding her bleeding arm to his chest. “You didn’t say it was that serious,” she accused, her glare settling on Alex.

Our little brother’s anger tainted his scent, and in turn, my human fed on it, his ire rising. I encouraged him, allowing him to take control of us long enough to voice a single growl.

Alex touched us, and with a single stroke of his hand, smothered our will. “You never think anything is serious. You just go off, chasing whatever it is that catches your fancy, and you don’t care about anything else. If it’s an inconvenience, you ignore it. If you don’t get exactly what—or who—you want, you abandon it. You’ve always done that, even to me, all because I was born human instead of a wolf like Richard. I fly out to visit you in whatever hellhole you’ve picked to make certain you don’t get near Richard. Now that you’ve come skulking along with me uninvited, you act like you own the place? You don’t get it, do you? He doesn’t want you around.”

While he didn’t raise his voice, Alex’s anger added an edge to each and every word. I delighted in our submissive little brother’s fury, an echo of my human’s.

He’d make a fine wolf.

The buzzing noise happened again, and my human was aware enough I recognized the sound as someone asking permission to enter the den.

“I’ll get it,” Wendy said, coming down the stairs. She halted, her gaze settling on my bloodied muzzle before flicking to our mother. There was nothing submissive about her as she stepped forward, stood toe to toe with our mother, and snarled.

Our mother’s mouth dropped open in astonishment as Wendy shoved by her to answer the door.

I think our mother forgot that submissive didn’t always mean helpless or powerless.

“Alex,” Frank growled, his voice deepening with his rage.

“Here, Frank,” our little brother replied without a hint of fear.

While our Second was careful around Wendy, he took the most direct path to us. Desmond was wise enough to get out of his way.

Our mother wasn’t, and she ended up on the floor. Desmond lowered his head and growled at her, his ears flattened to his skull.

“Who let them in here?” Frank snarled, settling beside Alex.

“They followed me,” Alex hissed through clenched teeth. “I tried to tell them no, but they don’t listen to anyone.”

Frank rested his hand on top of Alex’s head. “You’re fine, Pup. Sorry we’re late. Richard’s shitty antique Cessna hates the cold, and the engine didn’t want to start. Make him buy a plane that isn’t older than he is, please.”

My human took offense at Frank’s statement, and on his behalf, I voiced a growl. Frank reached out and placed his hand on my head. “Sasha, come here.”

As though worried our parents might try to touch his puppy, Tully carried Sasha across the living room before setting her down. Her wolf-yellow eyes focused on me. “He’s so tiny,” she whispered.

Sanders narrowed his eyes, looking Sasha up and down. “You’re cute.”

Sasha squeaked, her eyes widening as she gawked at the Alpha. I could feel Sanders reaching out with his wolf, his eyes narrowed as he considered our pack’s youngest bitch.

My human lost his feeble grip on his calm, the strength of his rage taking me off guard. He wrested control away from me long enough to yank free of our submissive’s hold and lunge for Sanders’s throat.

The Alpha was ready for us, and with a slap of his hand, he batted me to the floor. The impact forced the air out of me, and my human’s grip on me weakened.

“Stop it!” our mate shrieked. She stepped forward, lifted the collar we had given her, and smacked Sanders across the face with it. The Alpha recoiled as the silver chain slapped across his face.

My human’s astonishment was a match for my own. She reached down, grabbed hold of me, and lifted me up.

“Stop it,” she repeated, and after taking a look at each of the Fenerec in turn, she offered me to Sasha. “Can you help him?”

Our youngest sniffled, taking us from our mate. “I don’t know what to do.”

I don’t know if it was my human’s instinct or my own, but we needed to comfort her. It was our fault she was upset, that her scent was marred with her worry. I twisted in her arms with a whine, shoved my nose under her chin, and sought her out. When I couldn’t find her, my human’s fear spiked. He joined me in the hunt.

When we fumbled for the bond tying us together, forged by my uniting her human spirit and her wolf, she wasn’t alone. We were smothered beneath the raging tide of fear, worry, anxiety, and need from our pack.
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I had no recollection of changing back into a human, but I shook in the wake of the transformation. My skin was raw as though someone had scoured me with a steel brush. For a while, I couldn’t tell if I was a human, a wolf, or both at once.

My cheek was nestled on something soft and warm. When I drew a breath, I recognized Alex’s scent, human with the telltale cinnamon trace of our Fenerec parentage. When I felt my wolf’s approval, encouragement, and concern, I was baffled.

When I couldn’t recall why my brother was with me, my wolf helped, poking and prodding at me until I realized he had come because of me. I shivered, and Alex ran his hand over my hair.

“I think it’s a record,” Sanders whispered over my head. “Three hours and fifty minutes. It usually takes him five to ten minutes.”

“Just be glad you weren’t the one helping him along,” Frank grumbled. My Second sounded tired. “Halfway through, he was so confused he didn’t know which way to go. I was at the point I didn’t care, so long as he went about it so he’d stop bleeding all over the place.”

Desmond snorted. “At least he bled all over the tile this time and not on my carpet.”

“The rest of the pack should be touching down in the next hour or two,” Frank reported. “At the rate we’re going, we’ll have someone booked in every hotel in the damned city.”

“You’re staying here,” Desmond ordered.

Frank grunted. “You would need a shovel and a body bag to get me out the door right now, Desmond.”

My Second’s irritation rippled through the pack bonds, and I drew several deep breaths. “Shut up, Frank.”

“Richard!” Frank’s hand pressed against my shoulder. “What hurts?”

I was too tired to close down the pack bonds, which meant unless Frank was buffering the rest of the wolves, they were all getting some backlash from my change. “Ask what doesn’t. Shorter,” I grunted, trying to decide if I had the strength to get up.

My wolf didn’t think it was wise, and I listened to him. Cracking open my eyes, I blinked, realizing the dark blue dominating my vision was my brother’s shirt, and the gray edging my peripheral vision was the blanket from my Porsche.

Instead of my mate’s scent, it reeked of my blood.

“Richard, talk to me,” Frank demanded.

“I’ll throw up,” I warned, my stomach churning with the promise of more misery. Closing my eyes, I swallowed several times to suppress the nausea. “You’re noisy.”

“I think he’s saying he has a headache and he’s nauseated,” Sanders whispered.

Frank growled. “Thanks, Sanders. I guessed as much.”

Someone touched my ankle. “Move your legs,” Desmond ordered.

The thought of moving was enough to make my back and neck ache. While tempted to defy the other Alpha, I rotated both of my feet to prove to myself I could. Jolting stabs of pain lanced up my legs and spine.

“Ouch,” I reported.

“If you broke his neck, Sanders, it wasn’t as bad as you thought,” Desmond said, giving my ankle a pat.

I had no idea what Desmond was talking about. There were a lot of gaps in my memory, and as I tried to work them out, the pieces I did remember alarmed me. “Sasha,” I gasped.

Sanders had tried to take Sasha out of my pack. I growled and tensed.

“She’s upstairs in your room with Tully,” Frank soothed. “Desmond’s puppies are also with her. Tully thought it might be wise to keep the girls together until you were thinking clearly, especially with our pack coming.”

Frank’s reassurances weren’t enough to appease me, although my wolf thought I was overreacting. “Sanders,” I snarled.

When Sanders touched the back of my neck, he called on his wolf, and mine submitted without a fight, leaving me easy prey for him. Under his influence, I went limp. “I wasn’t going to take your little girl, Richard. She is cute, though. No wonder you’re such a stickler for guarding her. When the rest of the packs find out you have such a beauty, they’ll be hounding you until she’s mated. My mate will be on her way over to look you over as soon as her shift finishes, which is in about twenty minutes.”

My wolf was laughing at me, and it was then I realized Sanders had tricked me.

“You bastard,” I grumbled. “What did you do to me?”

“I’m pretty sure I broke something in your neck when I pulled you off your mother. They tailed Alex and showed up when he came over from the airport.”

When I started growling at the thought of my parents, Alex echoed me, giving my ear a twist. “They’re gone, Richard. Desmond drove them off once you started changing. Said if he caught either one of them in his territory, he’d send a pack of Inquisitors after them—or deal with them himself. Frank called on the pack and was about to tear strips out of Dad when they decided maybe it wasn’t a good idea to cause trouble and left.”

Alex didn’t sound upset about the idea at all, nor could I detect any fresh distress in his scent.

Sanders massaged the back of my neck, and I winced at the throbbing his touch caused. “What Alex isn’t telling you is Frank didn’t even need to call on your pack. He took care of them right up until Desmond showed, freshly changed and angrier than I’ve ever seen him.”

Moving hurt, but I curled my arm around my brother, burrowing against his stomach. “Mine.”

“I’m not your property, Richard,” Alex chided.

I meant to nip him in rebuke and ended up with a mouthful of his shirt. I grumbled a complaint, but my wolf exerted his control over me to force me to settle. Sighing, I closed my eyes and breathed in my brother’s scent. “Bullshit.”

He laughed, and because he was content, so was I.
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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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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.
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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. 
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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.
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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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