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The Silvered Wolf




With Richard recovering, there’s some hope of salvaging their normal Christmas rituals, but her father’s plan sweeps Nicolina up into her worst nightmare—one where she’s a bartering chip held by none other than the Silvered Wolf.
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I spent Christmas morning penned in Richard’s guest room along with one of his wolves, my sister, and the girl with yellow eyes. Sasha sat on the edge of the bed beside my sleeping sister, fidgeting with restless energy. Richard’s wolf stared at the door, head cocked to the side, listening for something.

The girl whined, catching the attention of Richard’s wolf.

“Richard’ll be fine, Sasha,” he said, his tone soft and soothing before he once again turned his attention to the door.

“But Daddy…”

“Sasha,” he scolded, sighing before standing up to kneel in front of her. With a faint smile, he ruffled the girl’s dark hair. “You did exactly what you were supposed to.”

When the wolf turned to me, I stiffened, rolling my chair closer to the desk situated near the window.

“You didn’t do bad yourself, Missy,” he said, and his brown eyes took on a yellow gleam. “You’re Nicolina, if I’m not mistaken.”

There was something about the intensity of the Fenerec’s stare warning me against making eye contact or defying him, not without my father nearby. “I didn’t do anything,” I mumbled. 

“I disagree. It takes a lot of courage to interfere with an Alpha. You slapped one in the face.”

I flushed, staring down at the silver and black choker I still clutched in my hands. Hitting Sanders with it had been reflex. The sight of Richard hanging limp in the Fenerec’s hand had infuriated me. While Richard annoyed me, while I wanted to have revenge on him for preying on my sister, he had helped my parents. No matter how much I disliked the truth, I owed him. He had even come to pick me up from the hospital.

Richard’s pained whine and desperate panic had been too much for me to stand and watch. When Sanders had hit him, my choker had been the only thing I could think of to use against the Fenerec to buy me enough time to help Yellowknife’s Alpha. 

“Sanders isn’t angry with you, if that’s what you’re worried about. You surprised him, that’s all. I recommend against doing such things again in the future, however. It’s a good way to get yourself killed. You’re lucky they were more worried about Richard than they were about you.” The wolf shook his head. “I’m Tully. My daughter’s Sasha. She’s the youngest in our pack. What gave you the idea to hand Richard to her?”

Sasha faced me, the yellow in her eyes fading to dark green.

Once again, my face burned from my embarrassment. “Mr. Sanders wanted Frank to bring in his weakest, youngest wolves. I heard them talking about it on the phone.”

“Well, you made the right choice.”

“If I did, why are we stuck in here?” I grumbled, spinning in the office chair only to bang my elbows on the desk. Wincing, I set my choker aside, grabbed one of the click pens, and spun it between my fingers.

“Richard’s going to be unpredictable. Mr. Desmond says this is where he dens, so here’s the safest place for you girls. If Richard gets violent, he’s not going to attack you while you’re in here with Sasha. We guard what we view as our den. So, don’t worry. I can distract Richard long enough for Frank or the other Alphas to control him. Once the other submissive wolves arrive, he should calm down.” Tully stretched his arms over his head and groaned. “Hell of a night.”

I pointed at the window. “It’s not night anymore.”

“So I see.” Tully grabbed hold of Sasha, lifted her off the bed, and spun in a circle.

“Daddy!”

My father rarely showed affection, not in the way Tully did with Sasha, spinning her and tossing her in the air until her embarrassed cries turned to laughter. Chasing Richard around the house had been the closest we’d come in a long time, which had come to an end in the violence and bloodshed I expected from Fenerec.

When someone knocked at the door, Tully set Sasha down and answered, opening it. All of the humor left the Fenerec’s expression.

Frank stood in the hallway, and his t-shirt was splattered with dark brown stains. When I realized it was blood, and a lot of it, I sucked in a breath, wondering where it had all come from.

“How is he?” Tully demanded.

“Check the pack bonds,” was Frank’s tired reply. “Sasha, he’s asking for you.”

The girl straightened, her eyes flaring to yellow. “He’s not going to give me away, is he?”

Frank laughed. “Not a chance, sweetheart. Sanders was trying to piss him off. Sanders sends his apologies, Tully. He had to make a sincere effort to get through to Richard, and while he had an unmated wolf on call, he didn’t want to resort to that unless necessary.”

“I didn’t like it,” Sasha declared, taking hold of her father’s hand.

I tightened my hold on the pen, so annoyed I wanted to stab it into the desk. Instead, I set it aside, grabbed my choker, and put it on. “Does that mean I can go back to my room now?”

“It should be fine,” Frank said. “He’s so weak Alex isn’t having any problems with him. You stay away from him, Nicolina. He’s going to be unpredictable, and while Sasha’s safe from him, you and your sister are not.”

While I didn’t like Richard, he hadn’t shown the same violence I had seen from other Fenerec, although he had startled me when he had attacked the strange woman with Alex. Puzzled, I stared at Frank before remembering I wasn’t supposed to look the Fenerec in the eyes.

“Why?” I demanded, lowering my gaze to Frank’s chin.

Frank chuckled. “It’s winter, Nicolina. He’s injured, and he’s not thinking clearly. Unless you want to take him to bed with you, I’d keep your distance unless your father’s with you. Let’s not give Richard any more reasons to wallow when he’s coherent. While your father would probably forgive him, let’s not test our luck.”

My face burned at the idea of sleeping with Richard. It was one thing to have him in my room as a puppy I could kick, but another matter entirely as a man. “Oh.”

“Go to bed. You’re not thinking straight either.”

“Why’s Sasha safe from him, then? She doesn’t have a mate.”

Frank shook his head, making room so Tully and Sasha could pass him. “Richard performed the ritual. If he was going to take her as a mate, he would have during her first winter rut. He didn’t. They’re incompatible. You and your sister are the currently eligible females. Just trust me on this one. Don’t go anywhere near Richard unless your father tells you to.”

I clenched my teeth and narrowed my eyes. “Don’t worry. I won’t let him anywhere near my sister.”

The thought of Richard sleeping with my sister angered me so much that after Frank, Tully, and Sasha left, I woke Lisa by yanking the blanket out from under her and dumping her onto the floor.
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The steady stream of cars coming and going kept me awake. I rolled onto my stomach and covered my head with my pillow. My bed smothered my frustrated scream. The crunch of gravel outside announced another car departing.

My phone informed me it was two in the afternoon. My stomach grumbled its protests at having missed breakfast, not that I’d been all that interested in food while worrying about what was going on downstairs. If what Sanders had said was true, Richard had almost died.

I didn’t want to believe it—or acknowledge I was the reason for what had happened. If I had taken the train or convinced my father to let me drive back from Stanford, my parents never would have been at the airport. If I had told them I could take a cab home, they would have been safe at home. They would have learned about the crash without so many people being around.

If what Sanders had said on the phone was true, if I hadn’t been kidnapped by the four Fenerec, Richard wouldn’t have fought with my father. 

By hiding a rattlesnake in his shoes and trapping Richard’s door, had I contributed to what had happened to him? To make matters worse, we had left him behind to fend off the Coulee City Fenerec on his own, unaware the pack lurked in the woods behind our house.

Making another frustrated noise in my throat, I sat up, grabbed my pillow, and threw it at the door.

It smacked my father in the face. I squeaked, slapping my hands to my mouth. “Sorry!”

Stooping down, he picked it up and launched it back at me. I gasped and ducked. It thumped against the wall and fell to the floor.

“Why are you up here screeching like a banshee? We can hear you all the way downstairs.”

“It’s the cars,” I complained, sliding to the edge of the bed and crossing my arms over my chest. “Every time I almost get to sleep, another one comes and goes. It’s driving me crazy.”

My father smiled, came into my room, and sat down beside me. “Sorry, Nicolina. It’s Richard’s pack. I can’t deny them a chance to see him, but he’s not up for seeing more than a handful at a time. I did manage to find a hotel able to take most of them for tonight so they can spend Christmas together. Your mother’s starting to snap since she wants to start dinner, and I think I heard her growling something about presents. Your sister got up an hour ago and has been staring at the closet door rather insistently for some reason.”

“You got her a devil kitten; she doesn’t need anything else for Christmas,” I grumbled.

“You will be pleased to know the devil kitten is currently asleep in her box. She had her bottle a while ago.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I can’t believe you like that monster.”

“I admire her tenacity.”

“If Lisa’s downstairs, where’s Richard?”

“Downstairs.”

I frowned. “Frank said we shouldn’t go near him.”

My father surprised me by wrapping his arm around me and kissing my forehead. “Don’t worry about it, baby. His pack has tired him out. Richard’s out cold on the couch. Frank’s taking Tully and Sasha to the hotel while he’s not awake to protest. I called in a few favors with some friends. His pack will be flying back out to Yellowknife tomorrow afternoon on a few chartered flights. Alex will be staying for a few days until we’re certain Richard’s recovered. Come on downstairs instead of sulking up here.”

“I’m not sulking!”

“I suppose you are a bit too vocal for a proper sulk,” my father agreed. With a wolf-yellow gleam in his eyes, he stood, grabbed me by the waist, and threw me over his shoulder. “Your mother has declared all puppies are to be downstairs. I also have something interesting to show you.”

I knew better than to hit my father hard, but it didn’t stop me from balling my hands into fists and drumming his back in protest. “Put me down!”

“Puppies don’t tell their sires what to do,” my father countered, ignoring my struggles and carrying me down the hall towards the stairs.

Standing on chairs was bad enough, but going down two flights of stairs while being carried was far, far worse. I closed my eyes and hid my face in my father’s shirt, clutching his shirt in the fear he’d drop me.

“Silly puppy,” he chided, laughing at me. When he made it to the bottom, he set me on my feet, gave me an affectionate slap, and shoved me in the direction of the kitchen. I scowled, turning to face him.

True to my father’s word, Richard was on the couch, his head nestled on his brother’s lap. Alex reminded me a lot of his brother with the same brown hair and similar eyes. Our gaze met, and out of reflex, I lowered my gaze, though I sneaked peeks through my lashes.

Like a wolf, Alex looked me over, probably trying to decide if I was a threat. Either I passed inspection or he didn’t care enough to get up, he resumed running his fingers through his sleeping brother’s hair.

Richard was pale, lying so limp I questioned whether or not he was still alive. My guilt reared its ugly head, and determined not to blush or lose my temper, I drew a deep breath.

I would be polite to Richard’s brother. It wasn’t Alex’s fault I was angry at Richard—and myself—for what had happened.

“Hello,” I said, spun on a heel, and stalked into the kitchen.

The devil kitten was in her box as my father had promised, but her box was on the table next to my sister. She wasn’t sleeping, instead mewling and pawing at the bottle Lisa was holding for her. I bared my teeth and growled, “Devil kitten.”

“Her name is Cindy,” my sister corrected, glowering at me. “What is your problem with my kitten?”

“Now, now, Lisa,” my mother said, pointing her spatula at my twin. “You know full well your sister doesn’t like cats. Stop taunting her. You got your kitten. Be grateful and do as you promised, which included not tormenting Nicolina.”

“She got a pet, too. Dad told me she got one,” Lisa countered.

I straightened, turned to my father, and stepped to him, jabbing his chest with my finger. “About my pet, Father.”

“Do you like him?” my father asked, grinning down at me. He kissed the top of my head. “I thought he was a lovely reward for surviving your first quarter at Stanford.”

“Pedro is attempting to teach Kitty Killer how to fulfill his duties in order to pay for his share of the rent,” I said, prodding my father again.

“Kitty Killer?” Lisa demanded.

Spinning to face my sister, I rested my hands on the table, leaning towards her, careful to keep out of the kitten’s reach. “He’s black, silver, and as pink as Mr. Murphy’s Porsche. I’m still not sure if he has more eyes than he does legs. Dad bought me a spider,” I hissed.

“Dad got you a spider,” she echoed, straightening in her seat, glancing past me at our father. “I will not begrudge your dislike of Cindy. Dad, you hate her. You truly hate her, don’t you?”

“If I hated her, I would have gone to a shelter and adopted a second orphaned kitten just for her. The only reason I permitted you to keep Cindy was that the little beast was crying for help on my doorstep,” my father said, coming up behind me to ruffle my hair. He grabbed my elbow, lifting my arm to show my sister my charm bracelet. “Don’t feel too sorry for your sister, Lisa. She’s even wearing both of the charms I purchased for her—see, one looks just like her new pet.”

“I wanted a puppy,” I complained, crossing my arms.

“Pedro doesn’t allow puppies in his apartments, sorry Nicolina,” he replied. “He hatched that little spider from his own collection, too. If you end up liking tarantulas, he’ll breed a female for you in a few years. He recommended a male as they do not live as long as the ladies do.”

I frowned. “How long will Kitty Killer live?”

“Five or so years,” he replied. “Perhaps you should ask Pedro if he’ll let you breed him with one of his other females. You could fill your tank with the descendants of Kitty Killer.”

I glared at Lisa’s kitten. “That thing’ll be terrorizing us for at least fifteen years.”

“I told you, Charles. You should have gone with the female spiderling. Maybe that Venezuelan one Pedro swore would try to kill her given half a chance. They’d be well matched,” my mother said, smirking at my father. 

“No way. Kitty Killer’s already plotting my demise, I’m sure of it,” I grumbled, sitting down across from my sister to watch her feed her kitten. Its eyes still weren’t open, and it pawed at the bottle. “What kind of monster is it?”

“Maine Coon,” my father replied, grinning at me. “She’ll only weigh twenty or so pounds when she’s fully grown.”

I shuddered, trying to imagine a cat larger than Richard when he was pretending to be a puppy. “You brought the Satan of the cat world into our house. You may as well have gotten her a lion or a tiger, Dad.”

“She’ll have a mane and everything,” my father said, poking my nose. “I will admit, her breed did make a difference in my allowing Lisa to keep her. The vet warned me kittens without their mothers tend to be more aggressive, but I think Cindy and I have reached an understanding.”

The thought of my father browbeating the kitten made me balk. Maybe I didn’t like cats, but no one deserved my father at his worst, not even Richard.

“You mean I reached an understanding with Miss Cindy,” my mother said, narrowing her eyes at my father.

“You may have facilitated the kitten’s understanding of how things will work in our den.”

I tried scooting my chair away from my father, but he circled my shoulders with an arm and held me in place. “Where do you think you’re going, little one?”

My sister smirked at me. “Busted.”

“Don’t gloat too much, Miss Lisa,” my father chided. “You haven’t opened your Christmas presents yet. Perhaps I actually hate you more than your sister, and felt that because you did get to keep Miss Cindy, all you’re getting this year is the coal you’ve rightfully earned.”

“Dad!”

My mother leaned out of the kitchen in the direction of the living room. “Don’t look so startled, Alex. Despite his reputation, Charles can’t seem to resist the charms of our daughters. Why don’t you come sit with us? Richard’ll be fine on the couch by himself. He hasn’t budged in two hours, and if he does, it’s not like one of us can’t get to him quickly.”

Alex hesitated, resting his hand on Richard’s shoulder.

“Alex,” my father said, twisting around to face Richard’s brother. “Come into the dining room and leave your brother alone. Frank promised he would call if there were any problems just in case we didn’t notice anything.”

“I’m stuck,” Alex admitted sheepishly.

“You’re stuck,” my mother echoed.

“Whenever I try to move, Richard tightens his grip.” Alex sounded so embarrassed I twisted in my chair to stare at him. “I don’t want to wake him up dislodging him.”

“If you wake him, he can come to the table, too,” my mother assured Alex.

I ducked out of my father’s hold on me, got up, and headed into the living room, bracing my hands on my hips. From the other room, I hadn’t noticed Richard’s hold on Alex’s knee.

There was a black stain around Richard’s wrist, matching where I had draped my choker over his paw when he had been a puppy. I felt Alex watching me, and when I glanced at him, he straightened.

“Father, will he freak out if I peel his hand off Alex?” I asked, shaking my head at the absurdity of a full-grown man incapable of freeing himself from Richard while he was asleep.

“If he wakes up, I’ll be very surprised,” my father replied. “Alex, if Richard wakes up, bite him.”

“I’m not biting my brother. He’ll flatten me.”

My father laughed. “He’ll cuddle you into submission and you know it. In his current state, Nicolina could whip him with a wet noodle.”

I turned to face my father. “Can I?”

“No, you may not beat Richard with pasta,” my mother replied.

“Father?”

“Your mother has spoken. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait on your pranks until your victim has recovered.”

“I still owe him for the glitter,” I grumbled.

“Don’t worry, my daughter. I’ve already made arrangements regarding the glitter,” my father assured me with a grin. “I’m afraid you’ll have to target him for a different sin. I’m sure you have a list of them.”

“It’s endless,” I grumbled.

“Glitter?” Alex asked.

Laughing, my father joined me in the living room, perching on the arm of the couch near Richard’s feet. “My lovely daughter here left a rattlesnake in his shoes and a silver dagger for him to find. He gave the snake back, rather dead, on her pillow. Next, he left his shoes and socks, plus the knife, in her closet for her to find.”

“You started a prank war with him? You are insane.” Alex shuddered. “I wouldn’t wish his shoes on anyone.”

“He decided that wasn’t enough,” my father continued. “He trapped the attic. I don’t know how or why he thought Nicolina would go into the attic, but he got her good. I haven’t heard her scream so loud since she was little. He left a glitter bomb and a stuffed spider. It fell on her head.”

Making an appearance in the archway, my mother crossed her arms over her chest. “What my mate isn’t telling you is that Richard had set a second glitter bomb, which Charles triggered, resulting in a certain photograph of him holding Richard while covered in silver, sparkly glitter. I’m having it framed.”

“You are not!” my father protested.

“Too late, darling. It’s already with the framers.”

“Can I see this picture?” Alex asked.

“Of course,” my mother replied. “Charles, be a darling and get your phone.”

My father sighed, got up, and headed into the kitchen. “No inflicting injuries on Richard extricating Alex, Nicolina.”

“Fine,” I agreed in a curt tone. Careful not to touch the black silver burn, I grabbed hold of Richard’s arm with one hand. With the other, I peeled his fingers off Alex’s knee one at a time.

He grumbled a sleepy protest. When I had his hand off Alex, Richard struck. He pulled free of my grip, reached out, and with a slap of his arm against my back, he yanked me forward. I sprawled over Alex, my stomach pressed against Richard’s head.

My head rested on Alex’s chest. Heat spread over my cheeks and down my neck.

“Dad!” I wailed, not sure how to free myself without giving into my impulse to beat both of the Murphy brothers.

Laughter answered my plea.

“I told you,” Alex grumbled.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, horrified I was sprawled over a stranger with Richard beneath me.

To make matters even more humiliating, Richard’s breath on my stomach tickled. I wiggled in my effort to escape. Richard shifted his hold on me, his hand shoving the back of my top up as he secured his grip.

“At least he isn’t biting you,” Alex pointed out. “He’s nipped me at least ten times in the past hour when I tried to get comfortable. If I don’t have marks on my leg, I’ll be surprised.”

“And you let him?” I replied, aghast.

“Do you think he’ll take no for an answer?”

I wanted to hide my face, but in order to keep from collapsing on Alex completely, I had to keep my hands braced against the back of the couch.

I heard someone taking photographs.

“Stop it,” I begged. “You don’t need to take photos of everything.”

“Yes, we do,” my mother replied.

“Mom!”

“She’s going to die of embarrassment,” Lisa announced. My sister made an appearance, draping her arms over the back of the couch. She had her cell in her hand, and with a ruthless smile, she snapped a picture of me. “You’re so red, Nicolina.”

“If you love me, you’ll kill me now,” I begged my twin.

“Where’s the fun in that? You’re totally trapped. Richard’s got his revenge on you, and he’s asleep. Outclassed by someone who is unconscious. This is far too good to pass up, dear sister.”

“Lisa!” I wailed.

“Ladies, please,” Alex said, reaching around me to try to free me from his brother’s hold. “Damn, he’s like a leech. Sorry, Nicolina. He’s not always like this, I swear.”

“Not always?” I demanded, trying to figure out if I was strong enough to yank free without Richard detaching my spine from the rest of me.

“Once or twice a week. He’s shameless,” Alex complained. “Usually it’s Frank or Sasha who gets caught. He’s demented. He waits on the couch pretending he’s asleep. When one of us comes by, usually to cover him with a blanket, he grabs them and doesn’t let go until he’s satisfied. I’ve learned to approach him from the back of the couch. That usually keeps his grubby paws off.”

“Pretending to be asleep?” I considered how best to inflict a world of pain on Richard. “Are you sure I can’t kill him?”

“Is he growling?” my father asked.

“He’s not growling,” Lisa reported.

“Is he nipping her?”

Alex squirmed beneath me to get a better look at his brother. “He’s keeping his teeth to himself, Mr. Desmond. My brother does not nip ladies, thank you. He’s even housebroken.”

“Then there will be no Christmas murders, Nicolina. You got yourself into that situation, you can get yourself out of it,” my father replied, although he did sit on the arm of the couch to watch.

“Dad, please,” I begged.

Smiling at me, my father leaned against the couch, draping his arm over the back of it. “I thought you were just going to peel his hand off.”

“Can’t you just pull free?” my sister asked.

I shoved against the couch with all of my strength, but Richard held on too tightly, pulling me closer in retaliation. With a dismayed squeak, I ended up hunched over Richard’s head, the rest of me pressed against Alex. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry.”

Lisa laughed until she cried, pointing at me when she couldn’t speak without snorting.

“I’m going to kill you, Lisa,” I snarled.

“Oh, give me a break, Nicolina. You’re up close and personal with two gorgeous men. Enjoy it while you can,” my sister taunted.

Alex flushed. I wanted to crawl into a hole and die.

“Keep it up, Lisa. You might make her head explode,” my father encouraged. “I apologize for my daughters, Alex. They don’t know when it’s wise to stop. They get that from their mother.”

“Charles Nicholas Desmond, do not make me come in there.”

My father grinned at my mother. “Please, come in here. You’re better up close and personal.”

“Charles!”

I whimpered.

“Let me see if I can get out from under him,” Alex suggested. “If I can, I can get him to let you go.”

“Please,” I begged.

While Alex was a Normal like me, he wasn’t weak. Working his hands under Richard’s head and shoulders, he rolled out from beneath us, crawling over the arm of the couch to make his escape.

Without Alex supporting me, I ended up sprawled on the couch, Richard’s head still pressed close to my stomach. I clawed at the arm of the couch in my effort to follow Alex.

“Let go of me, you caveman!” I demanded. In my frustration, I put my hands on Richard’s shoulders in my efforts to push away from him.

“Relax, Nicolina. The more you struggle, the harder it’ll be to get him off,” Alex said, laughter in his voice. “Sasha plays dead. She goes completely limp and snuggles with him. He usually lets her go in maybe five minutes. You can last that long, can’t you?”

“And why is he snuggling with Sasha? She’s what, ten?” I snarled.

“Twelve. He snuggles her because she’s the pack’s youngest puppy, Nicolina. He adores her.” Alex chuckled. “Actually, I think most of the pack would pay top dollar to be in your shoes right now. They’ve been trying to get him to cuddle with them all morning.”

“Well, I’m not his puppy, and he doesn’t adore me,” I snapped back, regretting that I hadn’t slept with my charm bracelet on. I didn’t have a single piece of silver on me. “I’m certainly not one of you. He hates me almost as much as I hate him. He left a snake on my pillow!”

“Only after you left it in his shoes,” my father pointed out.

“Seriously, Nicolina. Relax. The more you fight him, the tighter he’ll hold on,” Alex said, resting his knee on the couch beside his brother’s head. “Damn, he’s really asleep, too.”

“How can you tell?” I asked, wondering if I was strong enough to beat Richard into letting me go. I doubted it.

Alex grabbed Richard’s other arm, lifted it up, and it flopped to the cushion. “That, plus he’s snoring.”

I quieted, listening. Sure enough, while he was quiet, Richard was snoring, though it sounded more like a growling rumble or a purr than anything else. “Just how do you expect me to relax like this?” I demanded.

“It’s true, Nicolina doesn’t know how to relax. She has two modes of operation: on or off,” my father said, smirking at me.

“Dad!” I wailed. “Get him off.”

Holding up his hands, my father shook his head. “You’re not hurt, you’re not in trouble, and you’re not at any risk. As such, it’s your responsibility to get yourself out of the situation you’ve gotten yourself into.”

“Traitor,” I hissed.

“I am a tyrant of the highest order,” he agreed. “Alex, is there any reason we can’t just leave them there?”

“He’ll either let her go when she’s relaxed and cuddled with him or he’ll wake up and let her go,” Alex said, shaking his head, grinning at me. “Sorry, Nicolina. Play dead, let him cuddle with you, and he’ll let you go. I promise. Otherwise, we’ll have to try to get him off by force.”

“And as there will be no Christmas murders, there will be no use of force,” my father declared, hopping off the arm of the couch. “Want a drink, Alex? I’ve got some aged Scotch in the cabinet that could use some tender loving care. We’ll sit around and watch Nicolina try to escape Richard. Lisa, go get the camera. This is too good for cell photos.”

My sister grinned at me, stuck out her tongue, and ran to obey our father, leaving me to struggle to free myself from Richard’s hold. Humiliated they were all watching me and infuriated the source of my embarrassment wasn’t even conscious to be held responsible, I narrowed my eyes, glared at Richard, and began coming up with a scheme to free myself from his hold—one that didn’t involve me cuddling with him.
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Richard wasn’t letting me go.

After an hour of fighting with him, I was coming to the conclusion Alex was right. The only way I would ever get free was if Richard chose to release me. My father, mother, sister, and Alex lounged on the floor around the coffee table, watching with interest.

My father had even given my sister a tumbler of whisky, which she enjoyed raising in my direction while they observed—and gave a running commentary—on my efforts.

“You haven’t tried sexual assault yet,” my sister said, smirking as she took a sip of her drink.

Murder was too good for my sister. When I got my revenge, I would make her suffer for a long time. Longer, perhaps, than Richard would for preying on her. I wanted to throw something at her, but I had already run out of pillows.

I sighed. “Lisa, when I get free, I’m killing you.”

“If you get free,” my sister retorted.

“When you get free, we’ll be opening presents and having dinner,” my mother said, smirking at me. “Nicolina, you’re just stoking the fire by fighting him. You should know better. He’s an overprotective idiot, he’s asleep, and he probably thinks you’re one of his pack. His sense of smell is likely confused since there’s been so many people in and out of the house all day.”

“I’m not cuddling with him,” I snarled.

“Give it up, baby,” my father said, and like my sister had, he toasted me with his whisky. “Think about it. If he can force me to cuddle with him, you don’t stand a chance. Accept it and get it over with so we can open presents.”

“I’m burning yours in the yard,” I snapped, once again trying to wiggle free of Richard’s grip. In an hour of struggling, all I had managed to do was turn so my back was facing him instead of my stomach.

All in all, it was my only victory, and I flushed at the embarrassment of having Richard’s arm wrapped around me, his fingers splayed against my side. His hand was under my shirt, which fueled my humiliation.

“Nicolina, just sit on the edge of the couch and stop fighting him. It’s instinct. You try to pull free, he strengthens his hold. That’s how it works,” my father said. “We’ll be here all night watching you if you don’t surrender. Your mom will hang me from the wall if we have to eat dinner in here because you’re too stubborn to let Richard have his way.”

“Fine.” Sitting on the cushion, I crossed my arms over my chest.

Richard shifted on the couch, and to my disgust and dismay, he wrapped his other arm around me.

“This isn’t happening,” I groaned, ready to burst into tears from embarrassment.

Alex bit his lip, probably to keep from grinning or laughing at me. “I’m really sorry, Nicolina. He just likes when people touch him. I told you he’s a leech.”

“Lisa, you could just get my bracelet from my dresser. That’ll wake him up.” Drumming my fingers on my arms, I considered the ways I could force the Fenerec awake so he would release me.

“No murders,” my mother said. “The only thing being murdered today is the turkey, which is already in its coffin in the oven.”

“Delicious turkey corpse,” my sister said in a giggle.

“Maybe we should take pity on her,” Alex suggested, setting his tumbler down on the coffee table. “Nicolina, do you want to know how you can get free of him?”

“I’ll do anything,” I begged.

“Anything?” he replied, waggling his eyebrows at me.

Slaughtering house guests went against every rule my father had ever set, but it didn’t stop me from hissing, “Including kill you in your sleep.”

“Ouch. Rejected,” he said, pressing his hand to his forehead and slumping to the floor in a swoon.

“No murders,” my mother warned.

“Alex, how do I get free?” Drawing a deep breath, I whispered, “Please.”

“You’ll have to twist around and face him,” Alex said. Breathing a relieved sigh that Richard’s brother was going to help me, I obeyed. It took me a few minutes to squirm and wiggle until I was seated sideways on the couch cushion, one of my knees jammed against Richard’s chest. His cheek pressed against the side of my leg.

“Okay. What do I do?”

“Fenerec have a lot of nerves in their neck, more than us Normals do. There’s a nerve near the base of his neck where it meets his shoulder. If you pinch it, not only will it hurt like hell, it’ll shock him into going limp. Just… get the right nerve,” Alex replied, rising from the carpet to circle the couch. “They have a lot of other nerves in their neck. Normally, Fenerec use their teeth, but you can hit them with a pinch or flick of a nail.”

“What are the other nerves?” I demanded warily.

“I don’t think you need to be teaching my daughters that,” my father chided.

“What? It’s true.”

I sucked in a breath, my face burning. “Oh. Those nerves.”

My sister liked what the Fenerec did to her neck. Me? I couldn’t stand my instant reaction to Fenerec when they nipped at my throat.

There was absolutely no way in hell I was going to even risk that, not with Richard. If I wanted him in bed with me, it’d be as a helpless, fluffy, and sinfully soft puppy.

“Charles, you’re an idiot,” my mother said, laughing. “You know full well they already know. Grow up.”

“Be nice, Wendy.”

“Maybe later,” my mother flirted.

“Mom!” I balled my hands into fists, considered hitting Richard or Alex, and drew a deep breath until the impulse faded. “Fine. I’ll pinch him. Where?”

Alex pointed. “Right around there. Hard flick of your nail should do it. If you pinch, don’t be too hard. His neck’s hurt.”

“Why don’t you do it?” I suggested.

“I got away from him,” Richard’s brother replied in a smug tone.

Gritting my teeth, I reminded myself I couldn’t kill either one of our guests. “You used me to do it.”

“I did,” he admitted.

“I hate you.”

“No wonder my brother likes yanking her tail. She’s a feisty one, Mr. Desmond.”

“She reminds us of this fact every day,” my father lamented.

“Which spot again?” I demanded, flicking my finger a few times with my thumb to warm up.

Alex pointed once again. “Right here.”

“You’re pretty confident.”

“Well, yeah. He’s a leech. Live and learn. For every time he lets me go on his own, there are two or three times when I have to go for his throat. You’ll get used to it.”

I wasn’t ever going to get used to it, but I kept my mouth shut. Narrowing my eyes, I focused on the spot and flicked Richard as hard as I could.

Richard gasped, his back arching. True to Alex’s word, his arms fell away from me, buying me enough time to pull away. His eyes flew open, his pupils so dilated I couldn’t tell if his irises were yellow or brown. Alex hoped over the back of the couch, landed beside his brother’s head, and rubbed the spot I had struck.

“Richard,” Alex said, his tone firm.

Shuddering, Richard panted, struggling to catch his breath.

“Wow,” Lisa said, holding her whisky to me. “You look like you could use a drink. Have the rest of mine. It tastes like turpentine.”

“How would you know what turpentine tastes like?” I countered, grabbing the glass. I drank it back in one swallow, my eyes watering as the liquor burned down my throat. Wheezing, I set the glass down on the table. “What the hell did I just drink?”

“Another?” my father asked, holding up the bottle.

I shuddered, grabbed my glass, and held it out. He splashed some of the golden liquid in it. “Thanks.”

The second shot tasted even worse.

“I can’t believe you’re giving the girls your liquor,” my mother complained.

“Relax, Wendy. It’s Christmas, and she just spent the past hour in Richard’s arms. I’d need a drink after that,” my father replied.

Alex laughed, still massaging Richard’s throat. “He’ll need a drink after that, too. Good hit, Nicolina.”

“Not a good hit,” Richard mumbled.

“Good afternoon, Richard,” my father said, standing up to slide onto the couch. Lifting Richard’s feet, he settled them across his legs. “Feeling better?”

“No. I think your daughter just tried to kill me again.”

Alex chuckled. “You deserved it, Richard. You grabbed her in your sleep and wouldn’t let her go. She’s been trying to escape you for over an hour.”

Richard shook his head, reaching up to bat his brother’s hand away. Massaging his neck, he winced. “I did what?”

“You grabbed Nicolina and wouldn’t let her go,” my father informed Richard, grinning. “There are pictures, and many of them.”

Richard groaned, draping his arm over his eyes. “I didn’t, did I?”

“You so did,” Alex replied.

Appeased by Richard’s embarrassment, I grabbed the bottle of whisky, poured some in my glass, and held it out to him. “It tastes terrible.”

“Fifty-fifty,” Richard mumbled, reaching for the bottle.

I gave it to him, ignoring my father’s protests. I eyed the golden liquor, decided if I ended up tipsy or drunk, it was my father’s fault for inviting Fenerec to our house for Christmas. “Deal.”

Richard took a long swig directly out of the bottle, his eyes watering as he swallowed. “In my defense, I had no idea what I was doing.”

“The judge and jury will take your circumstances under consideration,” I replied, holding out my glass for another splash. He filled it halfway.

“You’re going to die if you shoot that all at once,” my sister predicted.

In order to prove her wrong, I did it. My throat and eyes burned, but I got it all down. Tapping the glass to the table, I glared at her. “Hah.”

“I think you two have had enough,” my father said, reaching for the whisky.

“I haven’t even gotten started,” Richard said, taking another drink.

Alex claimed the bottle from his brother and offered it back to my father. “Sorry about him, Mr. Desmond.”

My father chuckled. “I understand. That hurts like hell. I should know. Wendy does it all of the time. Sometimes, I think she misses on purpose. Nicolina, however, has no excuse.”

“Keep digging your grave,” my mother hissed, getting to her feet and gathering up the glasses.

A pleasant numbness spread through my head and sitting down seemed like a good idea, so I did. I didn’t even care my back rested against the couch near Richard. “You told me I could.”

“I said you could have a drink, not half the bottle. You’re going to be drunk.”

“Merry Christmas,” I replied, pushing my glass in his direction. “Please, sir, can I have some more?”

“No, no you may not have some more. Wendy, control your daughter.”

“Oh, so when you give her your whisky and it goes straight to her head, she’s my daughter?”

“I’m going to shut up now,” my father said.

My mother grabbed the bottle out of my father’s hand, took my glass, and headed into the kitchen. “When she’s hung over and throwing up, you’re the one who gets to hold her hair. Maybe that’ll teach you why you don’t give teenage girls your whisky. The same goes for Richard.”

“Richard doesn’t have enough hair to hold,” my father protested. “He’s not a girl, nor is he a teenager.”

My mother pointed at my father, her eyes wolf-yellow. “He who stirs the bee’s nest deals with the stings.”
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Sometime between when my mother went to check on dinner and my father started ferrying presents out of the closet, the liquor wormed its way into my head and stole my ability to speak without slurring or giggling. I leaned against the couch, not really sure how I got Richard’s phone or why I was looking through the pictures stored on it, but I didn’t care.

Richard had a gold mine of blackmail material on both my mother and my father.

Sprawled behind me on the couch, Richard draped his arm over my shoulder to point at the picture I was looking at. My father was a wolf, and he was completely entangled in ropes while standing on the deck of a cruise ship. “Boat belongs to a friend of mine. Bribed him into letting me throw Desmond and Wendy a party. Didn’t tell them it was a private one for two. Should’ve known; it was April Fools’.”

“He’s all tied up,” I replied, giggling again. “Why?”

“Traps. Had the crew set them up all over the place. Set the boat adrift off shore, circled it with a speed boat, and waited for the fireworks. I watched it all on the ship security’s live feed. Left them on it all night.”

“Would you stop that, Richard?” my father demanded, setting a wrapped box on the floor. “I have pictures of the payback, and don’t you forget it.”

Richard giggled. “Look at the next one, it’s better.” Like me, he was slurring. It took me two tries to swipe my finger across the screen.

My mother was dangling in a net, hanging ten feet from the floor, her paws sticking through the woven rope, her ears flopped in misery. Bursting out laughing, I pointed at the picture. “You got Mom.”

“I would like to remind you, Charles, that this is entirely your fault,” my mother stated.

My father sighed. “Fine. I forgot Richard was a lightweight, but I didn’t think he was worse than Nicolina. At least they aren’t fighting.”

“Only because they’re too drunk to remember they hate each other,” my mother grumbled.

I narrowed my eyes, decided it was too much work to argue, and went back to staring at the picture on Richard’s phone.

“I could have told you that,” Alex said, leaning down to point at the picture. “There’s your father in the background. Look carefully.”

I squinted, holding Richard’s phone to my face. Sure enough, my father’s wolf was in the background.

He was covered in glitter.

“Glitter!” Another giggle slipped out of me. “You’ve glittered before. Glitter fiend. Glitter everywhere.”

“Let me see it,” Alex said, taking the phone from me before I could come up with a reply. I was pretty sure I meant to say no. He tapped at the phone before handing it back to me. “This gem is from Frank.”

The dull gray wolf in the photograph was on his back in a rose bush, his rump in the air with his tail dangling in his face. “Who?”

“It’s Richard with his spring coat. He was chasing a rabbit near our house. It dove into the bushes. Richard tripped over his own paws and ended up ruining his roses. The rabbit had been tearing up his garden for the past month, and he decided he was going to catch it once and for all and eat it.” Alex grinned, swiping to the next picture. Richard, in his effort to escape the rose bush, had become tangled in the thorns. “It took us an hour to get him out.”

“Not fair,” Richard protested.

“Very fair,” my father said, setting a small rectangular box on Richard’s lap. “Merry Christmas.”

I twisted around to watch Richard glare at the wrapped package on his lap. “I thought we had agreed we weren’t exchanging.”

“Oh? You’re sober enough to remember that? I changed my mind. Don’t open it yet. Nicolina, I have something to show you. Sit on the couch next to Richard. You’ll like this.”

Something warned me I wasn’t going to like whatever my father was planning, but before I could protest, Alex was helping me onto the couch. I was too numb to make the effort to protest.

My father handed me his cell. “I was curious about Richard’s jet, so I started poking around to see where he had parked it. I found the hangar and asked for some photos. This was the plane before he flew it out of Yellowknife.”

My mouth dropped open. When I thought of jets, I thought of the commercial flights that flew out of Seattle all of the time. Richard’s jet looked like it belonged in World War I. “It’s a rust bucket.”

I couldn’t even tell what color it had been originally.

“Hey, that’s my baby,” Richard protested.

“You mean death trap,” Alex retorted.

“Baby.”

“Flying coffin.”

“Boys,” my father chided. He took his phone back, swiping to a new photograph.

In the first picture, the plane had landing gear. In the next one, it had a scraped up bottom and a crunched nose. “Oopsy,” I said.

“I’m still wondering how you hadn’t damaged your Porsche,” my father confessed.

“Bah, gentle landing,” Richard replied, making a grab for the phone. “Cosmetic damage. Didn’t even dent the wings that time.”

My father grinned. “You can open the box now.”

Richard’s expression turned serious and his eyes narrowed with a hint of yellow in his brown irises. “This is payback for the glitter, isn’t it?”

“Won’t know until you open it,” my father replied. “I suggest against turning it upside down.”

“It’s payback for the glitter,” Richard groaned. He tore the paper open to reveal a shoe box. “If this attacks me, allow me to point out your daughter is in the blast radius.”

“She’ll live.”

I glared at my father. “Daddy!”

“Maybe this present is more for Alex, and he should open it.”

Richard frowned, working the lid off the box. I leaned over to look inside.

It was filled with teeny tiny bits of metal. “Huh? Father, what is this?”

With widening eyes, Richard picked a shard out and held it up. It had a distinctive rust-colored stain on it. “Desmond, what have you done?”

“That’s all that’s left of your jet,” my father replied, smirking smugly.

Richard’s mouth dropped open and his face went whiter than snow. “My plane?”

My father took the box from Richard, dipped his hand into it, and let the metal fragments fall through his fingers. “Glitter. Since you like glitter so much, I thought I’d give you an entire plane’s worth.”

While I was drunk, I wasn’t so drunk I couldn’t recognize I was seated beside an infuriated Fenerec. I went to make my escape, only for Richard to wrap his arm around my waist and pull me to him.

He was growling.

I squeaked.

“Daughter for plane. Simple exchange, Desmond.”

My father arched a brow. “Is that so?”

Alex slapped his hands over his mouth. “You didn’t! Not his jet. Oh God, he’s going to kill you.”

“Merry Christmas, Alex. Your brother will no longer risk smashing himself into paste next time he goes flying,” my father announced. “The plane was dead, Richard. I just helped it along a little.”

“You destroyed my plane.” Richard’s grip on me didn’t ease, and I considered if I could flick his neck to escape again. As though sensing my intention, Richard ducked his head and protected his throat.

“Daddy, are you crazy?” I demanded.

“Sometimes. You’ll be fine, girl. Man up.”

“I’m not a man! I will not man up.”

“Girl up, then.”

“Charles,” my mother warned.

“You killed my plane,” Richard repeated. His pupils were dilated and his face remained pale.

“You broke him, Daddy,” Lisa said, leaning over Richard. “I think you broke him.”

“He killed his own plane, girls. I’m just delivering the death certificate.”

“I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to give presents for Christmas, not bad news,” Alex said.

Richard’s phone rang. I swiped my finger across the screen, forgetting to check who was calling. Staring at the box of metal scrap, I giggled as I said, “Desmond residence. How may I help you?”

Frank sucked in a breath before asking, “Nicolina? Is that you?”

“Mhmm,” I replied.

“Are you drunk?”

“Noo… Okay, maybe.”

“Is something wrong? Richard’s…”

I giggled as what my father had done sank in. “Daddy turned Richard’s plane into glitter, Frank.”

“Desmond did what?”

“Daddy gave Richard a box of plane glitter for Christmas.” I started laughing so hard I couldn’t sit up, and because of Richard’s hold on me, I ended up sprawled over his lap. “I love my Daddy.”

“Aw, thank you, baby. I love you, too,” my father said. “See, Wendy, she’s a perfectly affectionate girl when she wants to be.”

“You had to get her drunk,” my mother reminded him.

“What’s Richard doing?” Frank demanded.

I twisted around so I was looking up at Richard. He kept his arm over my stomach, still glaring at my father. “He’s giving Daddy the death glare.”

“The death glare?”

“Mhmm.”

“They’re not fighting?”

“Nope.”

“Do I need to come over there?” Richard’s Second demanded.

“Nicolina, put the phone on speaker, please,” my father said.

I hummed, turning the phone to see the display. Without letting go of me, Richard pressed a button on the screen before taking his cell.

“Hi, Frank,” Richard grumbled. “He killed my plane. I told him he could give me my plane back or I was keeping his daughter.”

“You told him what?” Frank bellowed.

“Daughter stealing,” Richard slurred. “She’s gotta be worth at least the cost of my plane.”

“Richard, are you drunk?” At Frank’s incredulous question, I giggled.

“Fifty-fifty,” I reported.

“Oh God. Who let them have the phone?” my mother lamented. “Frank, I’m so sorry. It was Charles. Richard was sleeping, and Nicolina was trying to free Alex. Richard grabbed her. It took her an hour to escape, and after that, Charles gave her some of his whisky. She stole the bottle, and she shared it with Richard.”

“That’s right, blame me as always,” my father complained.

There was a long moment of silence before Frank laughed. “So you got Richard and Nicolina drunk, and now they’re doing what?”

“I’ll take a picture,” my father said, snapping photos on his cell. “Is your mate with you?”

“She is.”

“Image sent to her cell.”

I couldn’t tell how many people were in the room with Frank, but they were laughing.

“Did you really turn his plane to glitter?” Frank demanded.

“Sending a few more pictures to your mate’s phone.”

Sighing, Frank asked, “Richard, did you crash your jet again?”

“I didn’t crash it,” Richard replied, wrinkling his nose. “It just doesn’t like landing. It was born to fly, not sit on a runway.”

“Richard, how badly did you crash the jet?”

“I didn’t crash it; I landed it very intentionally, thank you. At the airfield and everything. I touched it down exactly where I meant to. Just because I had to land it without gear shouldn’t make any difference at all.”

“Richard!”

“Now you’re getting me in trouble.” Richard pointed his cell at my father. “I’ll give your puppy back when you give my plane back.”

“I’m not sure he can restore a plane when it’s been turned to glitter, Richard,” Frank said, sounding concerned. “They don’t make that sort of plane anymore…”

“Hi, Frank,” I said, making a grab for Richard’s phone. I missed. Scowling, I made a second reach for it, successfully capturing the device. “Should I be worried?”

“Shouldn’t you be asking your father that? Why are you asking me?”

I blinked. “Oh. Daddy, should I be worried?”

“My whisky killed her brain,” my father grumbled. “No, baby. Richard’s not going to hurt you. He’s just going to sulk, have one of your tantrums, and eventually figure out I did him and his entire pack a favor. Wendy, give me the other box.”

My mother handed my father another box. It didn’t look much larger than a ring box. I frowned. “Daddy, are you proposing to Richard?”

My mother laughed. “Oh my God, Nicolina. No, he’s not proposing to Richard. He’s my mate, thank you. He’ll be sleeping in the attic if he even thinks it.”

The shrill laughter on the other end of the line annoyed a huff out of me. “Why’re you laughing?”

“Because this is funny as hell,” my sister said, biting her lip. “Dad, if you aren’t proposing, what are you doing?”

“Revenge,” my father declared.

“Marrying Richard would be self-inflicted punishment, not revenge,” I said, pointing Richard’s phone at my father.

“Ouch. Rejected,” Alex said. “That’s a little harsh, don’t you think, Nicolina?”

Richard scowled at me. “Not nice.”

“Oopsy.”

“Quiet, hostage,” Richard ordered. “Plane or daughter, Desmond.”

“Open the box,” my father ordered, holding it out.

“You’ll use the chance to steal my hostage,” Richard grumbled.

“Fine. Nicolina, open the box for Richard, please.” My father handed me the box. I stared at it and the phone, trying to figure out how to open it with one hand.

“He’s actually letting Richard hold his puppy hostage?” Frank gasped out. Snorting laughter, Frank coughed several times before clearing his throat. “Sorry. Alex? Is Richard actually…?”

“Desmond is grinning like a maniac,” Alex reported. “Richard has Nicolina sprawled over his lap and is holding her in place. She’s too drunk to fight him. She’s the one holding the phone. Richard’s too drunk to fight Desmond. I’d probably pay to watch this. It’s hilarious. I think the plane being turned into glitter broke him. He’s actually pretty calm. Only a little bit of a death glare.”

“You’re not worried, Alex?”

“If I were worried, I wouldn’t be sitting next to him holding Nicolina’s feet so she doesn’t kick me. I’m directly in the line of fire. Desmond is on the arm of the couch next to me.”

“Are you drunk?”

Alex laughed. “I’m not drunk, Frank. I can’t wait to see what’s in this box, though.”

“Nicolina, put the cell down,” my father suggested.

“Oh.” I offered the phone to Richard. “Here. Phone.”

“So I see,” Richard replied, taking it.

“Wow, she’s really drunk.” I recognized Sanders’s voice.

“Sanders?” Desmond demanded. “What are you doing there?”

“Well, we were playing cards until Frank grabbed his phone and the rest of Richard’s pack jumped like they’d been pinched in the ass,” the Alpha said. “You really got your little puppy drunk?”

“Accidentally,” my father grumbled. “I meant to give her one shot.”

“Nicolina, the box,” Richard grumbled.

“Hold your horses,” I mumbled, flipping it over to find the tape. I peeled it back and unfolded the paper.

Wrinkling his nose, Richard prodded the box with his cell. “Just rip it open.”

“Bah.” I obeyed, shredding the paper with my nails. Inside was a jewelry box. “Are you sure you’re not proposing to Richard, Daddy?”

“I’m certain, baby.”

“The sweetness levels over there are sickening,” Sanders reported. “Are you recording this?”

“Maybe,” my mother replied.

“I need a copy. Please,” Frank begged.

Grabbing hold of the box, I cracked it open. When nothing jumped out at me, I flipped open the lid and peeked inside.

Puzzled, I pulled out Richard’s car keys. “Daddy, these are Richard’s keys.”

“That’s right, they are Richard’s keys,” my father replied.

“Oh, there’s another key in here,” I said, dropping the car keys in favor of the keyring with a single large key on it. “What’s this, Daddy?”

“Somewhere within a five hour radius are the glittery ruins of your plane, Richard. With the glittery ruins of your jet is another present. That key will get you inside, assuming you find where it’s hidden.”

“Oh man, you’re cruel,” Frank said. “That’s just mean, Desmond.”

“Desmond,” Richard growled.

“Seeing as you have taken my daughter hostage, I suppose you’ll have to take her with you in your Porsche and go find where I have stashed the remains of your precious little jet.” My father laughed, mimicking the cackle of a villain. “As for you, my precious little daughter. You need practice driving, so you will drive his Porsche on your little adventure. The rules are simple. No driving after curfew. When you’re behind the wheel, you will remain in the state of Washington. You are not permitted to return to my house until you send me a picture of your present. Trust me, Richard, you’ll be begging for me to take her back once she’s sobered up. If you haven’t found where that key goes, you’ll be responsible for taking her to school, paying her rent, and ensuring all of her needs are met.”

“Oh, hell no,” Richard blurted.

“Daddy!” I shrieked, struggling to break free of Richard’s grip. Like before, he held onto me, so strong I couldn’t escape his hold. Scowling, I balled my hand into a fist, and drove it into Richard’s stomach. “When I’m done killing him, I’m coming for you,” I snarled.

“Oh shit, she hit him,” Alex gasped.

Richard wheezed, though he didn’t let go of me. “You can have her back now, if you want. Keep the glitter.”

“Oh? You’re giving up already? Is it too much for you, Richard?” my father asked.

Alex clapped his hands over his mouth. “Oh, you didn’t. You did not just…”

Frank cackled. “This might be the best Christmas present I’ve ever received.”

“Excuse me?” a woman growled.

“Oh, crap,” Frank muttered. “I’m sorry, Vivian. It’s the best present only after everything you’ve ever given me ever.”

“That’s not going to save you,” the woman replied.

“You’re on, Desmond,” Richard snarled, snatching the keys out of my hand. “You better hope I find where this key goes, or I’m keeping your daughter. Maybe I’ll give her back, if the price is right.”

“That’s a really stupid threat, Richard,” my sister said, shaking her head. “You’re being tricked. You don’t want her. She’s obnoxious, stuck up, stubborn…”

I glared at Lisa, reaching out to strangle her. Richard once again held me back with an arm wrapped around my stomach. “Traitor!”

Smiling at me, my sister leaned over me and prodded me in the shoulder. “That’s what you get for trying to teach your stupid spider to eat Cindy.”

I wailed my dismay.

“Oh, look at the time. Dinner’s ready,” my mother announced. “Sorry to worry you, Frank. I’m pretty sure my mate isn’t entirely serious.”

“I’m serious,” my father replied, sliding off the arm of the couch to lean over me, kissing my forehead. “I’m kicking them both out tomorrow morning. Don’t worry, baby. I’ll give you your Christmas presents when you’re back—if Richard is wolf enough to outsmart me. Good thing I kept all of the receipts.”

I made a grab at my father’s throat to strangle him, but Richard held me back.

“Let me go,” I demanded of Richard, my hands closing on empty air. My father stayed just out of my reach, smirking at me.

“No murders,” my mother ordered.

“Good luck with that,” my father replied with laughter in his voice. “Nicky thinks of nothing but murder all day.”

“I’m pretty sure you mean kitty,” my sister said.

“No, I meant Nicky. Just look at her. She’s frothing at the mouth,” my father replied. “Maybe it’s a good thing I’m getting rid of her. She might have rabies.”

“I’m going to kill you, Daddy,” I swore, squirming in my efforts to escape Richard. “I’m going to ruin you, and then I’m going to kill you, and when I’m done, I’m going to dance on your grave.”

“Good luck, Richard. You’re going to need it,” Frank said before hanging up.

“Can’t we make it through one Christmas without one of your daughters wanting to kill you?” my mother complained.

My father turned to face my mother. “Where’s the fun in that?”


The Games Wolves Play




Richard and his wolf are delighted to have Nicolina for their own for at least several days, but when his parents show up, their fun and games take a lethal turn.
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A dull-eyed, hungover Nicolina stared at my Porsche, holding my keys in her hand. My mate’s father stood on his front porch, his arms crossed over his chest. In the better interest of keeping the peace, I remained silent, carrying our bags to the trunk.

My watch informed me it was seven in the morning, which was far earlier than I liked. I think Desmond had planned it, stalking his daughter and sniffing for hints of lingering alcohol, waiting for her hangover to strike so he could send us out when she was most miserable. She’d already been sick twice, and I’d saved her hair by seconds both times, all the while glaring at her father, who stood and smirked as he watched.

I was starting to believe he was out to torment his daughter using me as a convenient excuse. My wolf was torn between fury and delight. I didn’t like my mate’s misery anymore than my wolf did, but for the moment, she was ours.

Knowing Desmond, even if I hunted my best, using every resource in my possession, it’d probably take me at least three or four days to locate the door the key went to. When my mate figured out she’d been evicted, probably until New Year's, she was going to kill someone—probably me. Desmond was up to something, and I had no idea what he was planning or why.

My wolf couldn’t be happier with the way the situation was playing out. I, on the other hand, wanted to go back inside and sleep. Unlike my mate, I wasn’t hung over; a quick call to Frank to reassure him nothing was wrong had been followed by embracing my wolf. Frank wasn’t the only one relieved when it had been quick and relatively painless. Alcohol affected me as a human, but the transformation purged it from my body, along with the consequences of overindulgence. Returning to human had been a little more challenging, but I’d gotten through it without bleeding all over Desmond’s bathroom or needing anyone’s help.

If my mate was going to be driving my Porsche while hungover, I needed to be sharp and prepared to drive so she didn’t wrap my car around a tree.

“Don’t even think of crawling back until you’ve sent those photos, Richard,” Desmond growled.

“You could have let me borrow the Mercedes,” I grumbled. Desmond’s Mercedes—the car—fit four, which meant I could have taken Alex with me. His other Mercedes, his prized silver SUV, fit seven.

“If you really need Alex, he can borrow the Mercedes and come to you. You better really need him, because I’ll be in the car, ready to beat you black and blue if you’re whining for no good reason.”

“You’re merciless.” I rolled my shoulders, but kept my doubts to myself.

My pack was a little too happy with Desmond’s challenge. Most of them wanted to stay and watch it unfold, which only made me worry. My mate was emphatically displeased with the arrangement. My wolf was over the moon, an eager little puppy needing an outlet for his excitement. Desmond looked like a cat who had gotten into the cream. My mate’s sister kept snickering whenever I saw her, which only added to my concerns. Even Wendy was having fun at my expense.

“Please pop the trunk, Nicolina,” I said, resisting the urge to sigh.

She leveled a glare at me, but pressed the button on the fob. I dumped the bags inside and closed it. “This is all your fault,” she hissed at me.

“No murders,” Wendy ordered, poking her head out the front door. “We’ll text you with hints, Richard. Maybe tomorrow morning, if we’re feeling nice. Don’t worry, I won’t let Charles torment you too much. He’s a cretin, but unlike him, I expect my daughter back in one piece. Do not disappoint me.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, wondering how I was going to escape Desmond’s challenge with my life intact. As far as I knew, Nicolina had never driven a manual before. While I could have switched the gearbox to automatic with my Porsche’s specialized system, if I taught her to drive my car properly, it’d take us longer to get where we were going. That pleased my wolf.

I still fretted. With luck, she wouldn’t drop my transmission onto the road or grind my gearbox to scrap metal. Considering how my stay with the Desmonds was going thus far, I’d be searching for a car dealership instead of hunting for the key’s lock, hoping they could fit in a transmission overhaul.

Nicolina sighed, got behind the wheel of my car, and buckled in. Closing up the trunk, I slid into the passenger’s seat, glared at Desmond one final time, and gave my mate my full attention.

“If you want to get this over with quickly, I really recommend you do not crash into anything, otherwise you’ll be stuck with me for three months while I wait for a new Porsche,” I said, stretching my legs. Turning on the heated seats, I settled in to see what my mate would do.

“Fuck you,” she growled. She put the key in the ignition and turned on the car, shifted into gear, and sent gravel flying as she stomped on the gas.

Instead of the stall I was expected, she gunned the engine, fishtailed, recovered, and shifted as she tested my Porsche’s acceleration. At the end of the driveway, she discovered my Porsche’s touchy braking, which made her squeak. Drumming her fingers against the wheel, she glared at me. “Where are we going?”

“Pick a direction and drive,” I suggested. “Until your father gets his head out of his ass and decides to offer a hint, we’re hunting without direction.”

“Wonderful. Just wonderful.” My mate sighed, turned out of her driveway, and drove. I forced myself to relax.

“Who taught you to drive you a manual?”

“Father. Said if I was going to learn how to drive, I’d do it right instead of cheating,” Nicolina mumbled. “Is it really seven in the fucking morning?”

“If you head several clicks out, we can swap, and you can sleep it off,” I offered.

“Clicks?”

“Kilometers.”

“Oh, shit. I knew that.” Nicolina scowled. “You just had to go and pull his tail, didn’t you? Couldn’t just keep your mouth shut, could you? Now I’m stuck with you for how long?”

“It’s better if you don’t ask.”

“The coast,” my mate announced, and she headed westbound. I was relieved when she chose a route that would skirt Seattle instead of going through it. “Maybe I can dump you in the ocean. No one will find your body for a while.”

“It’ll be difficult to hide a pink Porsche,” I replied, sniffing to catch her scent. While she was spouting threats, I couldn’t detect the sharp edge of malicious intent.

Hangovers made anyone grumpy, myself included, which was why I had cheated. Telling Nicolina wasn’t an option. She was irritated enough with me.

“Spray paint.”

“My poor car.”

Instead of making a straight run west towards the ocean, Nicolina cut south, leaving the city for the rolling foothills of the Cascades. Like most people who drove my car, she took it easy, driving below the speed limit as she discovered my car preferred dry roads and viewed all other forms of weather as a challenge to be overcome.

“Don’t you believe in winter tires?” she complained. Instead of heading west, she went east, heading closer to the mountains.

“I was informed Seattle doesn’t believe in snow or ice,” I replied, shrugging. “Easy enough fix if you can find a Porsche dealership that’s open. I have no problems swapping the tires out for you if you want something with better grip.”

“Won’t have to try hard to find something better. I feel like I’m ice skating.”

Leaning over, I checked the temperature gauge, which reported it was hovering right around the freezing point outside. “It’ll be good practice for you. A piece of advice, if you don’t mind.”

“What?”

“Don’t turn the wheel and slam the brakes unless you want to find out how many times you can spin before the car comes to a halt, likely through a guardrail and into a ditch.”

In the Cascades, the ditches tended to be anywhere between twenty to hundreds of feet deep. Nicolina squeaked and slowed my car. I couldn’t tell if it had been her plan all along, but she continued southbound before heading east.

If she didn’t figure out she was driving just fine and I was egging her on to stay in the car with her longer, that was her problem. My wolf approved of my tactic, and we watched our hungover mate drive, savoring her muttered curses, most of which were directed at my Porsche instead of at me for a change.
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While checking the rear view mirror was appropriate behavior for a driver, my mate’s tense posture, worried scent, and obsessive-compulsive glances worried me into asking, “Problem?”

“That car’s been following us for twenty minutes now,” Nicolina complained. “Fucker could just pass. I know I’m driving slow, but does he have to ride my ass like that?”

Leaning towards her, I glanced between the seats out the back window.

The SUV had tinted windows dark enough I couldn’t see the driver. “Ah. One of those. Just ignore him. There’s no point giving yourself a headache worrying about him. He’ll either get tired of waiting for you to speed up and pass you when he has a chance or he’ll wait for you take a different route, suffering every minute his patience is tested. You’re driving fine, and if he doesn’t like the fact you’re making the right choice in what speed you’ve chosen, that’s his problem.”

“Great. So I just have to put up with him keeping so close to my rear end?”

My mate’s scowl made me smile. She was wonderfully stubborn, driving despite her hangover, though she had made several pit stops along the way. While she claimed she just wanted a drink, I knew better, but wasn’t going to poke at her pride.

“Don’t worry, if he tries something stupid, I’ll rearrange his face for him,” I promised, relaxing in my seat, though I did angle myself so I could keep an eye on my side mirror to watch him. “If he makes you uncomfortable, just find a good place to pull over so he can pass you. All you need to worry about is keeping the car on the road.”

“Okay.” Nicolina took another long look at the mirror. “I just don’t like when people do that.”

“I don’t like it either,” I confessed. “It’s a problem with driving a Porsche. People want to find out if their shitty SUV has more under the hood.”

For a Fenerec like me, it was a game. I liked it, and I played it well. Sometimes, I’d even rise to the challenge, if I thought the other car might provide me with some sport. Normally, I just annoyed them into passing me, which was far more satisfying.

“This is stupid,” my mate complained, and once again, her gaze fixed on the rear view mirror. “Fucking asshole.”

“Want me to drive for a bit?” I asked, checking the time. Nicolina had made it three hours, which was two and a half hours longer than I thought she would last when she had first gotten behind the wheel of my car.

Drawing several deep breaths, my mate clenched her teeth, exhaled gustily, and nodded. “Okay. Yeah. Please.”

That Nicolina was saying please to me was enough to upset both me and my wolf. I frowned, giving the SUV behind us another long look. Like its tinted windows, it was dark. The lack of a front license plate annoyed me, since I couldn’t reference its tags.

“I’d say pull over, but wait until we have a real shoulder,” I directed, making certain to keep my tone good-humored as I got a view of the ravine to my right. At least we were heading down the hills instead of up; we’d either hit a valley, a town, or a rest area soon, any of which would serve our purpose.

Nicolina breathed a sigh of relief when we reached the bottom and the guardrail made way for a gentle slope leading into the trees.

When the SUV bumped my Porsche in the rear on the driver’s side, the slick roads conspired with the soft gravel to spin the car. Unlike the SUV, which was designed for heavier work, my car was built for speed and agility. While I had indulged in extra safety features, including custom reinforcement of the car’s frame, it didn’t add the weight necessary to withstand a larger, heavier vehicle.

Nicolina did the absolute worst thing she could have. She reflexively stomped on the brake, and before I could stop her, she turned the wheel.

Instead of slowing or turning aside, the SUV rammed my Porsche again and shunted us off the road. My head cracked into the window.

With help from the SUV, my car rolled. The last thing I heard was my mate’s scream.




[image: Image]




My mate was cursed.

In a stunned daze, I latched onto the thought of Nicolina and her affinity with trouble. My wolf was as disoriented as I was, which wasn’t helping me escape the haze of semi-consciousness. It took me several long moments to realize that my head was pounding. It took longer still to remember why.

The SUV that had so worried Nicolina had rammed us off the road.

But why? While the driver had been tailgating us, he’d kept enough distance to be an annoyance, not a threat. Maybe if I had been driving, I could have prevented my Porsche from flipping.

As my memories fell into place, my worry for my mate intensified. I was a Fenerec; we were tough. It’d take a lot more than a car crash to kill me.

Normal human women were fragile. I’d equipped my Porsche for the worst-case scenario for my brother’s sake, but he was a lot bigger than my Nicolina. She’d also been in the driver’s seat, which had been customized for me, not for her slimmer, lighter build.

Somewhere nearby, my mate squeaked.

She had two levels of fright. The first, which never failed to frighten me in turn, was her shrill scream. Her second was her mouse-like squeak, a sound she made when startled. The scent of her fear was the first thing I registered; it was potent and did a far better job of anchoring me to consciousness than the drumming in my skull.

My mate needed me, and I couldn’t move. My body, still stunned from the impact, refused to obey me or my wolf.

“Out of the car,” a male’s voice demanded, low and gravelly. I heard a click.

The sound chilled me. Every gun made a different noise when fired, but older pistols, including the iconic Colt, were distinctive in the way they cocked. Even my wolf-sensitive ears couldn’t tell the type of gun.

It didn’t matter. Someone had a weapon near my mate, and that was all I needed to know. It didn’t matter if it was packing regular rounds or silver; either could kill her.

“That’s right. Easy does it, sweetheart. Just stand there like a good girl and keep quiet.” There was something familiar about the man’s voice, but I couldn’t find the association. He wasn’t part of my pack.

My phone rang. I meant to growl at the sound, but it was hard enough to breathe, let alone voice my anger.

“Here’s how this is going to work, little lady. You’re going to answer it. You’re going to tell whoever it is that Richard’s checking a tire. You’re going to tell them everything is fine. An animal ran out in front of his Porsche, he bumped something, and is changing out a flat. Understood?”

The scent of my mate’s fear faded to rage, sharp in my nose. She didn’t speak. I felt someone dig into my pocket for my phone.

“I could shoot him instead,” the man offered.

“Fine,” she hissed.

“Act natural, and neither one of you will get hurt.”

My mate drew in a breath, muttered a curse, and answered my phone right before it went to voice mail. “Hey, Dad.”

While I heard Desmond speaking, I couldn’t make out the words through the ringing in my ears.

“No, Dad. It’s fine. Richard was driving and an animal jumped out in front of the car. He thinks he got a flat avoiding the stupid thing. He’s checking it.”

Once again, Desmond spoke, and when Nicolina laughed, the sound was forced. “Better not, Dad. He’s pretty pissed. That’s why I’m in the car and he isn’t.”

The stench of her lies infuriated me, as did her distress.

“Sure. Love you, Daddy.”

While I could believe Nicolina talking to her father like that when drunk, as she had last night, if Desmond didn’t figure out something was wrong from her speaking such an affectionate phrase when sober, nothing would.

My mate was frightened, and there was nothing I could do about it.

“Good girl. You’re smart.”

“What do you want?”

“Not you, that’s for certain, sweetheart. You’re just an added bonus. Away from the car, nice and easy.”

Nicolina squeaked again. “Let go!”

Someone else spoke, too soft for me to understand. The crack of a blow silenced my mate’s protests.

My wolf wanted blood and so did I, but while I was aware of what was going on around me, I was somehow disconnected from my body. A pair of hands patted me down before grabbing me under the arms and pulling. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force my eyes open.

While I wasn’t all that tall or broad, I was heavier than most men my size. It was part of being a Fenerec; I had more muscle and denser bones. I caught a hint of cinnamon scent as I was picked up. The motion triggered waves of vertigo and nausea as agony rippled from my neck to my extremities.

I was dumped on a hard surface, my head bouncing as I sprawled on my back.

“In you go, sweetheart,” the man said.

My mate landed on me, her small hands slapping my shoulders. Her knee dug into my stomach.

The warmth of her breath washed over my ear. “Richard?”

“Don’t you worry about him. He’ll heal fast enough. That’s more than I can say for you. Normal girls have no business running with our kind. Your parents should have gotten rid of you at birth or made you one of us.”

The condescending arrogance of the man’s words stoked my anger. My rage dissolved into breathless fear as I recognized who was speaking. A single inhale confirmed my suspicions.

Where my father was, my mother wasn’t far behind.

“You’re that bitch Richard bit at my house!” Nicolina blurted.

“I’m his mother. Shut your mouth, or I’ll shut it for you,” my mother snarled, and at a bang against the side of the SUV, my mate squeaked. “You’re only alive because you’re worth good money. Don’t make me change my mind. The car’s totaled. I got his wallet. The rest’ll burn. It’s time to go.”
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By the time I finally managed to exert enough control over my body to open my eyes, my mate had crammed herself in the gap between the SUV’s back door and the seat. My head was nestled on her lap, and she had one arm over my chest, her fingers clutching at my shirt.

Our eyes met. Hers widened, and she tightened her grip on me. “Richard?”

I grunted an affirmative.

My father was in the front passenger seat, and he twisted around to stare at me. As I had when I was little, I immediately lowered my gaze and tensed, shivering in the expectation of his wrath—or worse, my mother’s attention.

“Keep his head still, bitch,” my father ordered. “Good afternoon, Richard. It’s good of you to join us. It’s been a while.”

There were a lot of things I wanted to say, but I couldn’t force a single word out. I went cold from the fear of them turning on my mate and doing something to her before I had a chance to develop a mating bond between us.

Until she was tied to me, safe and secure, my parents would view her as they viewed all Normals, Alex included. She’d be prey, something to use and discard when they bored of her.

My father’s gaze didn’t shift from me, demanding an answer.

I bared my teeth, and while I couldn’t bring myself to look up at him, I hissed, “Hasn’t been long enough.”

“Good,” my father replied, sounding pleased. “You have some fight in you after all. Not quite the mewling pup you were when you stole what was ours and made your escape. Don’t think you’re going to get lucky and get away from us a second time, little one, not if you want your bitch there to go home in one piece. Maybe if you behave we’ll let you keep her.”

My father picked up something from his lap, and I went cold at the sight of the pistol. Like the one Nicolina had shot Luke with, it was a relic from the days of the Wild West, when gun duels and riding the range had been a way of life.

Those days had been long before I was born, but my parents had lived through them—and desired them. It reflected in the way my father carried himself and the denim button-up shirt with a cord tie he wore. I bet he was wearing cowboy boots to match.

Nicolina was trembling, but it wasn’t from fear. The sharpness of her scent and blaze in her eyes made my wolf proud, but it worried me.

If she defied my parents, she’d be hurt, if they didn’t kill her outright.

“Nicolina,” I whispered.

“Don’t reward him for his behavior,” my mother snapped. “He dared to bite me?”

“It’s the mating season,” my father said, his tone soothing. “There were at least two unmated bitches near him. I bet those mated males thought themselves superior, containing and controlling him instead of encouraging him to take one of them for his own. Of course he was ready to bite someone. They were denying his right to take what he is owed as a True-born and our puppy.”

“He bit me.”

While my recollection of having sank my teeth into my mother’s arm was dim, I regretted not having bitten her harder.

“It’s already healed, love, without even a scar to show for it. Have you taken a good look at this little bitch he was taking for a ride? He must have been planning to mate her, if he was enticing her by permitting her to drive what is his. She’ll make beautiful puppies for him. Her pedigree is superior, you must admit. It could be our welcome home gift for him. She’s young, looks healthy.” My father shifted his gaze from me to admire my mate. “Her sire’s a True-born.”

I growled, low and in warning.

 “I’ll consider it once we’ve had a chance to sever him from that pack that stole him from us,” my mother announced.

“You wouldn’t,” my mate gasped.

“Oh, you better believe I will, little bitch. He’s ours. They stole him from us, and we’ll take back what rightfully belongs to us. You’ll cooperate, or my mate will shoot you and throw you into a ravine to rot. Think it through,” my mother replied. The SUV’s engine rumbled as she increased her speed. “We don’t need your sire’s money. We’re old. We’ve hunted well. We still hunt well. We’ve been waiting for this chance too long to have it ruined by some little bitch my puppy fancies. Make yourself useful, or be discarded.”

My wolf wanted to curl in a corner and whimper, but the thought of my parents touching my mate riled me, stirred my ire, and forced a snarl out of me. “If you hurt her, I’ll rip you both to pieces.”

“That’s entirely up to you, Richard. You don’t move faster than a bullet. You know it, I know it. If you want her alive and well, then you’ll do as you’re told.” My father thumbed the pistol’s hammer, though he didn’t cock it. “Until your neck heals, little puppy, you’re incapable of protecting yourself, let alone her. Give up, Richard. You’ve lost. It’s time for you to accept it. I’m being generous. You’ll be my Second, and once again be one with the pack you belong to—have belonged to since you were a puppy.”

I wasn’t anyone’s Second. I’d never be his, and I trembled at the one bit of truth he had hurt me with. He was right. Until my neck healed, until I could move without agony rippling through me, I couldn’t guard my mate.

Unless I did something and quick, it was entirely possible they could, working together, sever my ties with my pack. Blood called to blood, and no matter how much I wanted to deny it, I was their son. I had been born into their pack.

It was entirely possible when they broke the ties binding me to my wolves, I’d go mad and wild from the pain, even if they did manage to subjugate me. I still hurt from Luke’s death; his loss was a bone-deep ache.

If I lost all of my wolves at once, my mate would be among the first I killed.
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Of all the injuries Fenerec could survive, ones to the neck were the worst. Broken bones healed, and even damaged organs mended with time. It hurt, but they were a tolerable pain.

As the bones in my neck knit, the nerves in my throat woke and tormented me. Most of it was scorching heat blazing down my spine and clawing away at the inside of my skull. I didn’t scream because my wolf remembered too well what happened if I made noise in my parents' presence. His fear smothered me and kept me quiet.

He wanted to submit to them, but I couldn’t let him. If I surrendered, it’d make it easier for my parents to do as they threatened. My mate was horrified enough; her crisp lilac and cinnamon scent soured to a stomach-churning, rank odor. Beneath her fear was the acrid bite of her anger.

If I made it easy for them to sever me from my wolves, my pack, and my brother, my mate would learn firsthand what sort of monster I could become—the monster I had become in my efforts to save my brother from Yellowknife’s rutting, wild wolves. I shivered.

My mate brushed my sweat-soaked hair away from my brow, pressing the back of her hand to my skin. She was cool, and her touch soothed a little of my pain. “He’s so fevered,” she whispered.

Her caress and the softness of her tone tormented me in other ways. Winter’s sneaking influence stoked my desire for her touch.

“To be expected, little bitch,” my father replied. As though sensing he had won the battle, his tone gentled. “His neck was broken. It’ll heal, so don’t you worry yourself, sweetheart. He’ll be in his prime soon enough for you. Give him a few days. When we den this evening, we’ll force the change on him a few times. It will help. You will help, and touch him as only his mate can.”

Nicolina stiffened beneath me, but she kept quiet. The acrid scent of her fury turned bitter. Whether it was from her resentment or from how infuriated she was, I wasn’t certain. Moving hurt, but I forced myself to reach up and touch her arm, which rested across my chest. The effort left me panting. She was soft and smooth, and despite my wariness of my parents' presence, my attention focused entirely on her.

So long as I kept between her and my parents, I could guard what was mine.

Then my worries crept back in, smothering my enjoyment of being so close to my mate.

I’d only be able to protect her for so long.

Once my mother exerted her influence over me and forced me to assume the shape of my wolf, I’d be forced to submit to her will. It was her favorite punishment. At her command, I would change, helpless to defy her. In the few times I had tried, my father had been eager to offer his aid. They had always watched, savoring when I had cried out from the pain of it.

That was how they had taught me to be silent like a proper wolf. Over and over they forced the change, until I had learned to swallow back my screams, no matter how much the shifting and breaking of my bones hurt as I transitioned from human to wolf and back again.

My wolf wanted to retreat and hide. He feared our past, when we had been a puppy under their rule. I couldn’t spare him from it.

I remembered it too well myself.

My mate leaned over me, and before I realized what she was doing, she pressed her lips to my forehead. “Shh, Richard.”

It was then I realized I was whining, echoing my wolf’s fear.

“That’s good, little bitch,” my mother cooed. “Keep him quiet.”

With her so close and breathing against my skin, my mate’s rage filled my nose. She trailed her fingers down my throat to my shoulder, and I shivered at her touch. Her fingers massaged my neck, and when she found a sensitive part, I arched, sucking in a breath.

Persistent and unfazed by my reaction, she briskly rubbed the spot she had discovered. I exposed my throat to her, my every muscle going limp as a pleasant tingling crept down my spine to my fingers and toes. My heart raced, but the rest of me relaxed, my pained gasps settling to slower, deeper breaths.

She brushed her lips across my forehead and down to my ear. “I can’t lie to my father, not even on the phone,” she whispered, so soft I could barely hear her.

I think she meant to reassure me, but I knew my parents. I knew what Desmond faced.

The two old wolves, well used to hiding from the Inquisition, would toy with my mate’s father and mother. They would toy with my pack and torment them as they worked to cut away the bonds tying me to them.

My mother, cunning and wise, partnered too well with my father, who enjoyed shedding blood. Another shiver ran through me.

I had witnessed their hunts. They would seek the weakest link first, the one tying me to my brother. They’d play with it, as a cat does a mouse, before they sank their fangs in and shredded it. If they realized it was my bond with my brother, they’d take their time with it, hoping to inflict as much harm on him as possible. With the loss of my brother’s presence, I’d grow weaker. I’d become easier prey.

They had hunted Alphas before, seeking new members for their pack so they could build the ideal world for themselves. When my parents grew bored with their conquests, they threw away the chaff, moving on to find another to bring into their fold.

They were rogues who flitted in and out of existence, showing up once a year to claim my brother for a week. Alex had been right in that; they had been trying to lure me out, but the Inquisition always thwarted them.

I never went with my brother to the airport. I remained in my woods, waiting for his return, running wild and free until I felt him draw close to me once more. And my parents, because they were as wise as they were old and cunning, had bided their time.

How could I protect my mate against them?

Nicolina nipped my ear, drawing my attention back to her. “Richard, your phone’s ringing.”

I hadn’t even noticed. I blinked.

“Answer it, Richard,” my mother demanded. “Little bitch, hold the phone for him. He shouldn’t move, not yet. Throw them off the trail, Richard, or your little lady ends up with a bullet in her skull.”

I grasped Nicolina’s arm, baring my teeth in a silent snarl at the threat to my mate.

“It’s Dad,” Nicolina whispered in my ear once more. “He texted right before the first ring. Frank and Sanders are with him.”

Swiping her finger against the screen, Nicolina accepted the call and held it to my ear. “Murphy,” I answered. My voice was husky, both from pain and the tingling sweetness of my mate’s touch.

She pressed her lips to my temple, her ear pressed to my cell so she could hear the conversation. I admired her clever ruse.

All Fenerec were driven by the need for their mate’s touch. In my parents' world, it was natural for Nicolina to stay near me, especially if they believed I was stalking her for the winter rut.

I was, but they wouldn’t understand the concept of savoring the hunt. All they responded to was immediate need and desire. Nicolina close to me was enough to satiate my thirst.

I would be patient, as good wolves were.

After a long pause, my mate’s father stated, “Desmond.” The volume on his end was low, low enough I struggled to hear him even with my wolf’s help. “Are they after you or Nicolina?”

“Hey, it’s me,” I replied, and the thrill of my defiance surged through me. “What do you need?”

“Does this have anything to do with your mother and father showing up at my place?”

How could I answer my mate’s father without betraying his end of the conversation? I had to play my parents' game; their rules stated an animal had run out in front of my Porsche.

All I could do was try to use their rules against them and hope Desmond was as clever of a wolf as he thought he was. “Yeah, it was just someone’s dog. Slipped their collar, I guess.”

The only collar I wanted either one of my parents wearing was a noose, hung from the tallest tree I could find.

“Are you two with your Porsche?”

“No, everything’s fine. Just a blown tire. Damaged one of the mags. Skidded off the road a bit, but otherwise no issue.”

“Can you get away on your own?”

I resisted the urge to snort, barely. With a broken neck, I wasn’t going anywhere. Even if my mother and father conspired to force the change on me, it’d take days before I was fully functional. “No, no. It’s really fine. I won’t be able to bring your daughter home for at least a couple of days, though. Replacing the mags on a custom Porsche is a real bitch. I’m getting a tow to the dealership to see what they can do. If they don’t have the mags or if I damaged something in the undercarriage, I’ll probably have to get a rental. It can take those slack-ass jerks three months for some of those parts. Should have just run over the fucking dog. Would have done less damage that way.”

“Fuck,” Frank hissed in the background. “Are you seriously trying to tell us you totaled your Porsche?”

“That’ll teach me to drive at break neck speed up in the twisty turvy mountain roads showing off. Anyway, it’s no big deal. Nicolina’s fine, not even a scratch on her.”

My father cleared his throat in warning.

I sighed, as gustily as I could, hoping my frustration somehow communicated itself to them. “I’ve got to go. I think the tow’s coming.”

Nicolina sat up, disconnecting the call. She tapped at the screen a few times before turning the volume down on the side of the phone. As she lowered my cell to my chest, I caught a glimpse of the display. She had turned the notification volume for text messages to silent.

“Good puppy,” my mother said, her tone pleased. “Just keep cooperating as you are, and the both of you will be fine. I like good behavior. All you need to do is stay calm and quiet. Keep my puppy content, little bitch, and you’ll be rewarded well for your efforts.”

If only looks could kill, then we’d be rid of my parents permanently. The fires of hell lit my mate’s eyes. I don’t know what my Nicolina was scheming, but her faint smile promised death and bloodshed, and for once, it wasn’t targeted at me.

I was both jealous and delighted.

She resumed stroking my neck. My thoughts scattered, leaving me limp and shivering under the influence of her caress.
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I drifted, not quite conscious, but aware of my mate stroking my throat. While I hadn’t fathomed what she was doing or why, I couldn’t resist her touch.

She fed me her calm, soothed the burn of my need for her with the brush of her fingertips, and contented my wolf. When I breathed in her scent, I sank deeper. The crispness of her, the lilac and cinnamon that so enticed me surrounded me and cocooned me from everything except what she was doing.

I didn’t care, so long as she didn’t stop.

“Uh, excuse me?” my mate asked, her voice quiet.

“Yes, sweetheart?” my father replied, turning to face us.

“Can I play a game on Richard’s phone?”

The way she widened her eyes and parted her lips portrayed innocence, but I knew better. There wasn’t an innocent bone in my Nicolina’s body. She was all cunning, calculating how to hunt for all she was a Normal. While I had a few games installed on the phone, they never held my attention long.

I preferred live prey, like her.

“The phone plays games?” my father asked, incredulous.

I could smell Nicolina’s astonishment. “Well, yeah.”

“Richard, what is she talking about?” my mother demanded.

While Nicolina had accused me of coming from the Stone Age, my parents had likely been born in it, raised in an era where electricity hadn’t been widespread.

Old habits died hard, and my parents weren’t the kind to like change.

“I get bored,” I admitted. “There’s some games on it I play sometimes. Fills the time.”

“You mean like chess?” my father asked.

From where I was sprawled, my head still pillowed on my mate’s lap, all I could tell was that it was growing dark outside. “Not the same game, but yes, like chess. Try not to kill the battery, babe,” I said, hoping my mate wouldn’t kill me for addressing her so familiarly. “The charger was in my bag in my Porsche.”

“Then your charger is in the back,” my mother said. “I took the two bags I found in the trunk.”

“Then I guess you can run the battery dead all you want,” I amended, closing my eyes to wait for the ax to fall.

Instead of murdering me in cold blood, my mate made a pleased noise in her throat, and her lips brushed my cheek. “Thanks, babe.”

I was going to die, and my mate was going to be the one to murder me. The promise of violence was in the sweet way she echoed my affection. My parents had no way of knowing she wanted blood. My Nicolina’s scent was always tinged with her annoyance.

All they’d see was the way she touched me and held me close. In my current state, I had no chance of hiding my interest and need for her.

My parents knew I wanted her. My need reflected in my scent. With my neck broken and her constantly touching me, I couldn’t mask my scent or control my wolf’s desires and instincts.

If Desmond found us, I’d be dead twice over; once for allowing Nicolina to touch my throat, waking my desire for her, and twice for wanting his precious daughter for my mate. I’d seen his intent with the whisky and catered to his need to see how I would behave around his daughter. He hadn’t forgotten I was susceptible to liquor; he had counted on it.

He had wanted to wake my wolf and see if I would try to take one of his daughters as my mate. It had been easy to resist her then.

I had held her in my arms, and her touch and struggle had satisfied my wolf. I hadn’t needed to nip her, not when I consumed so much of her attention. When she had been drunk, calm and peaceful across my lap, I hadn’t wanted anything else in the world.

I didn’t even care he had turned my old, prized jet into metal glitter. He had given me a chance with my mate, something far more valuable than my plane. If my parents hadn’t interfered and hunted me, I would have had her all to myself, free to hunt her in my subtle, patient way.

While I wanted to nip her, while I wanted to breathe in my scent on her, I could wait. My mate held me, stroking away the pain of my healing bones with her touch.

“What do you think, my mate?” my father asked.

“She’s been well-behaved. I do not mind her playing one of these games. Richard, you will show us these games when we den for the night.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmured obediently.

Nicolina grabbed my phone, unlocked it, and went into the settings. She held it so I could see the display. She changed the passcode, tapping slow enough for me to watch. Once set, she navigated to my contacts, found her father in the list, and started texting his cell.

“What are you playing?” my father asked.

“It’s a game,” I answered for her, and because it was a game against them, it was the truth. I watched intently as she told her father what had happened, including her admission she had done what I had advised her not to, resulting in the Porsche flipping. “The one I like best has a goal to fill blocks with numbers on each line. It’s good for developing puzzle-solving skills.”

My mother huffed. “You always enjoyed hunting numbers more than you did proper prey.”

“I hunt,” I replied, stung at my mother’s implication of my lack of skill.

“Yeah, rosebushes,” my mate muttered, so softly I barely heard her.

“You will teach us this game,” my mother demanded.

“Yes, ma’am,” I agreed.

Nicolina informed them of my broken neck, telling them I was mostly paralyzed, which served to hammer at my already damaged pride. I could move, it just hurt to, and with her touching me, I saw no need to inflict extra misery on myself. When Desmond asked her to detail the crash, I was stunned my car had flipped three times before ending up on its roof. Nicolina hadn’t been driving that fast.

It amazed me the car had held together, sparing my mate from being crushed to death. Convertibles weren’t meant to survive rolling well; my reinforcement of the car’s frame had been to minimize the risk to my brother.

I hadn’t expected it to work so well.

I didn’t pray often; my parents believed all Fenerec forsaken, outside of divine influence. When I prayed, it was only in thanks. Only a miracle had spared my mate from death when my parents had inflicted enough damage on my Porsche to break my neck and render me helpless. If some god had saved her and I ever found out who, I’d offer my thanks every day.

While waiting between messages, Nicolina ran her fingers through my hair and down along my throat. I settled, eyes half-lidded while I watched her message with her father.

I could feel my father’s gaze on me.

“He was never so still and quiet,” he commented, startling my mate into looking up from the display.

“He’s shameless,” Nicolina replied, and playing the game they had forced on her, she bent down and kissed my temple. “You told me to keep him content.”

“So I did.” I loathed my father’s pleased tone. “So I did.”

“Try the five in the upper corner,” I mumbled, pretending her texts were a part of the game I favored. Nicolina flicked her nail against my throat. Shivers ran down my spine, a mix of pleasure and pain. I nestled into her lap, sighing at the way she made me tingle in the aftermath of her rebuke.

Once she finished tormenting me, she asked her father about my parents' threat to sever me from my pack to claim me for their own. The answer was as I expected, and I admired Desmond’s honesty.

Unless I had a miracle of my own, I’d either die or go mad, nothing more than a rabid wolf needing to be put down, killing everything in my path. If I were lucky, if fate was kind, I’d decay, becoming nothing more than a dog, easily contained. But such instances were rare.

Alphas, especially ones as dominant as I was, lived for their pack, and they died without it. For a long time, Nicolina stared at the screen, her eyes unfocused. Then, one by one, she deleted the evidence of her conversation with her father.

Her scent betrayed her worry, but there was nothing I could do to comfort her.

Desmond had told her the truth.
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It was well after dark when my parents decided to den for the night. I had no idea how they had planned their escape or knew they would need it, but they drove us to a cabin deep within the mountains, far from civilization. My mate squeaked when my father opened the back door of the SUV, opposite of where she had holed up for the drive.

She pocketed my cell phone before my parents could take it from her, slipping hers into my pocket.

“Out,” he ordered.

My mate’s fear infuriated me, but while her touch had soothed my pain, she couldn’t hasten the speed of my recovery. While I could twitch my fingers and move my arms with a great deal of effort, I wasn’t able to protect her, not like I needed to.

All she could do was obey, which she did. My mother opened the door behind my Nicolina, grabbed her arm and yanked her away from me. I slumped to the floor, unable to swallow my whine as my mother took my mate from me. Like all Fenerec, my father moved fast, taking Nicolina’s place.

It was an unsatisfactory exchange. Unlike Desmond’s or Frank’s touch, my father’s repulsed me, added to my distress, and I had to fight my wolf for control so I wouldn’t whine again.

“You’ll hurt him!” my mate blurted.

My mother cooed. She probably thought the sound was soothing, but it reminded me more of a snake’s raspy hiss. “He’s Fenerec. He’ll heal. Come, little bitch. My mate will care for our puppy. Let’s get to know each other better.”

The last thing I wanted was my mother anywhere near my mate, but my wolf was so unsettled by my father’s proximity he silenced my growl before I could voice it. When Nicolina was out of reach and out of my sight, my father slung me over his shoulder.

It hurt, and my pained whine escaped before I could stop it. Instead of the blow both my wolf and I expected, my father mimicked my mother’s cooing. His was even worse. Instead of comfort, all I could think of was when my lust for fresh fish got the better of me and I choked on their bones.

Frank hated when I hunted salmon in the wilds almost as much as I hated him ramming his fist down my throat when the salmon inevitably won. Trembling, my fear surged as I was separated from my mate, and I was left wondering if my parents would act right away to sever me from my wolves.

I could feel my pack in my head and hear the echoes of their calling howls.

When I was severed from them, my loss would hurt them as Luke’s loss had hurt me.

Their loss, all at once, would destroy me, as I had destroyed the Alpha of the Coulee City Fenerec. When I sank into the madness of a rogue, wild wolf, I would do everything I could to target my rage at my parents instead of my mate. I would shred them with fang and claw, rip their flesh from their bodies, and ensure they were incapable of healing. Their remains would litter the ground in too many pieces for them to recover.

My mate was wise and clever. She would know to run.

All I could do was hope she ran far and fast enough.

My father carried me into the cabin. By the time he dropped me onto the couch in the main room, I was shaking from fear and anxiety. Nicolina stood with my mother, and like me, she trembled. She held my phone in a hand, showing the screen to my mother, tapping at the screen.

“Games,” my mother said, her voice thick with disgust.

“My mate,” my father said, abandoning me to go to my mother’s side. “She’s still a young bitch, little more than a puppy. Such things are appropriate when our son doesn’t require her.”

Both of my parents were dead; they just didn’t realize it. I saw their deaths in my mate’s eyes. Moving hurt, but I squirmed on the couch enough to be able to watch over my Nicolina. If they tried to hurt her, I’d somehow find the strength and will to intervene.

“Go,” my mother ordered, shoving Nicolina in my direction.

My mate obeyed, falling to her knees at my side. I stared at her dully, exhaustion settling over me as my fear made way for relief.

“Richard,” she said, touching my cheek. She ducked her head down to whisper in my ear, too soft for my parents to hear, “You’re going to die for this.”

Few men looked me in the eye and fewer women dared. Nicolina met my gaze without flinching, and I basked in the heat of her anger. She cupped my face in her hands, ducked her head, and pressed her lips to mine, startling a gasp out of me. Taking advantage of my surprise, she pulled me closer.

When she was finished with me, I struggled to catch my breath, burning from her touch. Her cheeks were flushed. Enthralled by her wide eyes and parted lips, I lifted my hand to brush her hair away from her face.

She kissed me again, and I surrendered. Where she led, I would follow. My mate left me trembling in her wake. Pulling away from me, she trailed her thumb over my lower lip, her eyes narrowing. “I expect better when you’re in your prime, babe.”

She was going to murder me, and I’d let her.

“Give him time to heal,” my father soothed. “Had he been any younger, he would have died.”

Nicolina faked a sniffle, stroking my cheek to run her hands through my hair. Shivering, I closed my eyes and savored the feel of her fingers on my skin. “Mine,” she declared, mimicking the way I warned away the other wolves.

I didn’t remember uttering my claim on my brother around her, but it didn’t matter. I was hers for the taking.
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My mother waited until the dawn to begin severing me from my wolves. While the passage of time helped, my neck hadn’t healed, not enough for me to fend her off when she forced me to change to my wolf.

I fought her, which only made it easier for her to break the bonds tying me to Sasha. With her hand twisting the scruff of my neck and her knee driven into my side, my mother held me as I writhed in the aftermath of the unwanted transformation.

The gaping wound where my youngest puppy had lingered within me burned, searing through my head. The shock of the severance rippled through the pack, and the rage of my wolves lashed into me. I staggered under the emotions of so many clawing away at me.

My father held my mate in an iron grip, his arm wrapped around her throat while the other pinned her arms to her side. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. He won’t die, not from that.”

My mate’s scent was thick with horror and fear. “What are you doing to him?”

My mother bent down and kissed the tip of my nose. Smiling, she demanded, “Change.”

Once again, before I could recover from the agony of my bones snapping and reforging into a new shape, my mother clawed at the ties binding me to my pack and used her influence as my blood relative. After Sasha, she severed me from Jean, another one of my puppies.

Before the bond snapped, my puppy’s pain whipped at me. When my mother erased all trace of his presence, I howled my anguish.

“Stop it!” my mate shrieked. She fought my father’s hold on her, twisting until she sank her teeth into his arm. Yipping in pain and surprise, my father struggled with my Nicolina.

Her fury washed over me, and I snarled.

My mother forced the change on me again, stripping me of the strength I needed to help my mate.

Nicolina’s eyes blazed, and she freed herself from my father’s hold long enough to snatch my phone out of her pocket and fling it at my mother. My mother caught it, slamming the device onto the ground, where it shattered into scrap metal and shards of broken glass.

“Control her,” my mother snapped. “Hit her until she stops fighting you, but don’t kill her. I want to feed her to his wolf when I have finished with him.”

It took one backhanded strike to send my mate sprawling to the floor. She landed hard and stilled, her eyes closed. My wolf’s fury spiked, and as I took his form, my mother once again took advantage of the stunning effects of the transformation to sever me from another of my wolves.

Satisfied my mate would no longer fight him, my father stepped forward, crouching nearby, watching me with wolf-touched eyes.

When I snapped my teeth at my parents, lunging in the direction of my helpless mate, my mother rammed her knee into my neck. Agony flared before the sickening numbness of paralysis once again spread through me. I slumped to the floor.

She stole two more of my wolves, and the need for blood and violence crept in. I growled, low and long, resisting my mother’s demand I take on my other shape, the frail, human body I had never wanted.

“You will change,” she ordered, and her wolf smothered my will.

The transformation took longer, and by the time I was finished, my blood pooled around me. A shudder rippled through me.

Instead of picking off my wolves one at a time or in pairs, she carved them from me in large swathes. Four died to me in her first attempt, and five more followed in their wake. More still fell to her until only memories and faint echoes of what had once been remained. With the loss of each wolf, my bonds with the rest weakened until all I could feel of them was faint anger and fear.

“Only a few more times, my puppy. I just have to finish cutting out the infection,” my mother said, running her hand over my head. When she pulled her hand away, her fingers were stained red. “It’ll stop hurting soon. Stop fighting. This is for your own good. When they’re gone, I’ll allow your mate to soothe you. She’ll feed you.”

When my broken, human body crumbled and made way for the wolf, all that remained was rage, need, pain, and hunger. As the ties that bound me withered and snapped, I was freed from all constraints and boundaries. I rose to my paws, my hackles rising. I breathed in deep.

The rich scent of human blood around me fueled my need to feast. I bared my teeth. Hunting wolves made no noise. My nose recognized my mother’s scent, but she wore a human’s skin.

Prey. Humans were prey.

I considered her, once again breathing her scent in. Beneath the sweet aroma of her delight was the sour stench of sickness. I lowered my head, shaking out my fur. Droplets of red sprayed from me, splashing onto my mother’s face.

“Yes,” she whispered to me. “Throw aside those interlopers. You’re part of my pack, not theirs.”

Pack? I had no need for a pack. What use were other wolves when they could not hunt as I could hunt, when they could not run as I could run?

All that mattered was my thirst, my hunger, and the need to den for the winter.

My mother stroked her fingers down the length of my nose, untangling me from the leeches clinging to me, silencing the wailing nuisances in my head. Her delight and satisfaction strengthened, overwhelming the richness of the fresh-spilled blood.

“Now you’re mine,” she whispered.

I belonged to the wild places of the world, to the moon, and to my desires. The will of a weak, pathetic human who believed she could wear a wolf’s skin could never control me. I could smell her jubilation at her perceived victory.

 When she tried to bind me to her, her magic calling to my blood, I turned on her. My fangs sank deep in her throat, and with a shake of my head, I broke her as she had tried to break me.

Wolves did not eat sick prey. A shrill cry distracted me from my prey.

Another human. Disgust and loathing surged through me. They were so easily damaged, unable to withstand my claws and teeth. Like the other, the male was diseased, unfit for food, unfit for anything. The sickness wouldn’t spread; I would eradicate it before it infected the healthy prey.

I tore at the humans until the stench of their deaths filled my lungs with my every breath.

Leaving their corpses for the scavengers, I prowled.

The next human I found was younger, lying still. Easy prey. I drew in her scent, and her sweetness and the faint spice of a wolf stirred a different hunger. Cocking my head to the side, I considered her. She was smaller than the other humans I had hunted. Young, but adult.

Humans were fragile things, but I would not den in a place tainted with sickness. I considered my prey. Like the other humans, she covered her frail flesh in fake fur.

I sank my teeth into her fake fur, dragging the female away from the diseased so she would not be sickened by them. Later, once I found a place to den for the winter, I would decide what I would do with the prey I had captured and let live.
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Steep slopes and thick forests enveloped me, and among the roots of an ancient tree, I denned. The gap between ground and wood was large enough for me and the human I had claimed as my prey. I would dig it out and make it larger, suitable for a mate and our puppies. I dragged the female into the depths, kicking leaves over her until she was buried except for her neck and head. The debris masked her scent, hiding her from those who would try to take my captured human from me. Her mane tangled around her.

She slept, and I listened to her breathing. I drew my tongue over her exposed throat, tasting her sweat.

The human female was sweet, a treat to be savored and not so readily discarded or devoured. I drew in her scent, and rubbing my muzzle against her, I marked her as mine.

If the sickness had spread to her, I couldn’t detect it, not yet.

Satisfied, I wormed my way to the entry of my den and dug, kicking out the unwanted dirt and leaves, expanding my lair. I nosed the dirt in place to reinforce the way in and secure it from other predators. When I had enough space to curl up without disturbing my human, I hunted.

The forest was rich with prey. Mice scattered, and the ones too slow to escape me crunched between my teeth. For my human, I caught a rabbit, which I carried back to our den. I crawled into the space, rolling in the dirt to dull the silver of my coat.

My human was awake, huddled in the darkest corner of the den, her dark eyes white-rimmed. Her fear soured the air. Slinking forward, I lowered my head and offered her my gift. I warbled, nosing the rabbit to her.

The young always needed encouragement. When my human didn’t move, I pushed my gift closer, perking my ears forward.

“Richard?” the female asked, her voice tentative.

I tilted my head to the side, uncertain of the significance of her noises. She sounded pleased, soft and soothing. I shunted my gift onto her lap, thrusting my head against her chest, breathing in her scent.

Satisfied I could not detect any illness on her, I nosed at her throat, forcing her chin up. She trembled at my touch. Humans were fragile and delicate, so I took great care with my fangs, pressing my teeth against her soft flesh without piercing her. She gasped and froze, submitting as was proper. Releasing her, I pressed my paw against her, pushing her down to the ground.

My human’s obedience pleased me. Seizing her chin between my teeth, I nipped her, once again taking care not to cut through her thin, furless skin. She trembled beneath me. Pinning her in place with my paw, I settled in beside her, resting my nose on her brow, tilting my head so I could guard the entry of our den.

The young female human was mine to do with as I pleased. The other wolves wouldn’t have her, and if they tried to invade my territory, I would destroy them. Satisfied with my decision, I relaxed, breathing in the female’s scent as I made myself comfortable to sleep until it was time to hunt again.
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My human refused to eat. The rabbit remained untouched, its meat fouling as the hours stretched on. I carried it off, leaving it for the scavengers who did not care if their meat was fresh. While the stench of sickness didn’t cling to my human, her refusal to eat my gift puzzled me.

When I returned to our den, my human had approached the entry, her eyes focusing on me as I returned. Growling, I warned her back inside. When she defied me, I snapped my teeth at the soft flesh of her throat.

She squeaked, scrambling backwards, tumbling down the slope into our den. I pursued her, softening my growls to a low rumble. I pounced, trapping her beneath me, my paws on her shoulders. I snapped my teeth again in rebuke. Her scent sharpened with a blend of rage and fear.

As I would with a puppy, I scraped my teeth on her throat in reassurance. She squeaked again, her breathing quickening. I ran my nose down her throat to her shoulder, rubbing briskly to soothe where I had nipped her. When she settled, ceasing to fight me, I groomed where her fake fur didn’t cover her, cleaning away the dirt and the leaves.

Her scent changed, her fear easing though the sharp bite of her anger remained. She squirmed when I licked her mane away from her ears. She gasped and made a soft sound.

“Richard, stop that!” she begged, wiggling beneath me. I seized her ear between my teeth and gave a gentle tug before puzzling over how to groom her mane. When I licked the long fur, it refused to obey my will and smooth as I desired. Twigs and leaves thwarted my efforts, and I picked them out with my fangs as I would hunt down fleas in my fur.

“Richard!” my human protested, and despite my pinning her, she pawed at me, tugging at my fur. Huffing, I nipped her neck to quiet her. My human gasped, but she obediently quieted. When my tongue wasn’t enough to tame her mane, I dragged my teeth through it. Turning my ears back at the mats, I huffed my displeasure.

Releasing my human, I drove her deeper into our den. She retreated as I desired, watching me with wide eyes.

She voiced a single growl at me, pawing at her mane. “You tangled it, you freak.”

While I recognized that she was complaining, I was uncertain of why she was upset with my grooming of her. I watched her as she worked at her mane, her scent devoid of any fear although her annoyance strengthened.

My human sighed. “I guess I should be happy you haven’t eaten me yet.”

I was puzzled, wondering why she thought I would eat her when I shared my den with her. I huffed, shaking out my fur at the silliness of puppies. Fully grown, but not yet wise in the ways of the wild.

I would teach her, in time.

A noise outside of my den sent me scrambling to the entry, ears pinned back. I breathed in, and the spiced scent of male wolves taunted my nose. I flattened to the ground, baring my teeth in a silent snarl. They drew closer to my den.

I had captured my human. She was mine. I could smell the need for the hunt and anger in the wolves drawing closer. The stench of old, diseased blood filled the air, matching the scent of the humans I had slaughtered so they would not spread their illness.

If they approached my den, they might infect my human and taint her. Launching out of my den, I snarled, prepared to fight to the death to protect my den, my human, and my territory.
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An entire pack of wolves had come hunting in my territory, and they had brought humans with them. I lowered my head to protect my throat, snarling as they drew close, watching them ghost through the trees in the twilight haze. They were quiet, ignoring my warnings to circle around me. I positioned myself over the entry to my den, flattened my ears back, and snapped my teeth.

All but a few were small wolves, beneath me in my prime. Their coats varied, betraying them as my kind, though none of them shared my silver.

To protect my den, I had to wait for them to advance. If they stayed away, I would let them go, so long as they respected my territory and didn’t approach my human. I barked once in warning before voicing a rumbling growl.

“Holy Christ, he’s huge,” a human said. A male. He stepped forward, standing fearlessly among the wolves. He carried something in his hand, a black box with silver prongs. “Is this the one we’re after?”

Two large wolves, almost my equals in size, flanked the human. One had white fur frosted in red with black markings. The other was red with white tail, ears, and paws, with a single black stripe running down his back. They watched me with their ears pinned back and their teeth bared.

The pale wolf’s rage singed my nose, and my fury spiked. I snapped my teeth, retreating to cover the entry to my den.

My human slinked to me, pawing at my flank and taking hold of my fur. I couldn’t turn my head to rebuke her for her approach, not without the risk of the wolves attacking us. I growled a warning, but my human ignored me, slithering her way until she sprawled across my back, poking her head out of the den.

“Oh!” She made her squeaking sound, her scent sweetening with her surprise and pleasure.

The bite of rage in the air dissipated, and new aromas filled my nose, ranging from surprise, anxiety, and that of a wolf’s joy.

“Richard,” my human said, her tone demanding. She pawed at my neck, tugging my fur.

Another human joined the first, holding out his hand. I recognized the gesture as a signal to wait. The wolves kept still and quiet, their gaze focused on me.

“Are you okay, Nicolina?” he demanded.

I snarled at the male’s words, that he dared to address my human without my leave.

“I’m okay,” my human replied. She wrapped her arms around my neck, leaning her weight on me. “Richard.”

My human was scolding me. Astonished, I twisted around and snapped my teeth at her.

She slapped my nose. “No. I’ve about had it with you, Richard.”

“Are you insane?” the first human male blurted, clutching his black box.

I meant to lunge at the human for daring to snap at my female, but she tightened her hold on my throat and wouldn’t let go. “Richard, stop!”

“Step back slowly,” the second male ordered, retreating a pace. “Nicolina, has he hurt you?”

“No,” my human replied.

“Has he bitten you at all?”

I dug at the ground with a paw, shredding the loose moss with my claws.

“He nipped me a few times when I didn’t do what he wanted exactly how he wanted me to do it,” my human replied, her scent sharpening with her annoyance. “He didn’t draw any blood. He chewed on my hair.” She paused, lifting her paw to her mane. “Argh!”

“How did he nip you? Where?” the second male insisted.

“He seems to think my neck, shoulders, chin, and ears are his personal buffet. Whatever was closest to his teeth at the time, I guess. Anywhere bare. He didn’t bite at my clothes. Otherwise, he hasn’t seemed all that picky.”

I adjusted my stance, shoving my shoulders in my attempt to dislodge my human and force her back into the safety of the den, my gaze never leaving the encroaching pack and their humans. The effort of growling for so long tired me, and I quieted, watching and waiting to see if they would force me to fight them.

“Did he do anything else? Anything weird?”

“He licked me!” my human wailed.

The human snorted, and after a moment, I recognized the following sounds he made as laughter. “I’m sorry. I have to ask, Nicolina. I’m trying to get a feel for what he’s trying to do.”

“He dug holes and hunted. He tried to give a rabbit to me. It was gross, even worse than the damned rattlesnake,” my human complained, and she flicked my nose in rebuke. I whined, lowering my head as I tried to understand why she was angry with me. “When I didn’t eat the damned thing, he took it away. That’s when he started licking and chewing on my hair.”

“Well, if he’s trying to court you, he’s not going about it the normal way,” the male replied, once again laughing. “Okay, if I had to make a guess, he probably views you as a puppy or very young adult. Has he let you leave the den?”

My human pulled on my neck, and I lowered my head for her. While her paws were small and lacked claws, they were deft and she worked them into my fur. “I haven’t tried; he seemed agitated enough without me adding to it.”

“Good girl,” the human replied. “Has he shown any signs of aggression?”

My human’s scent soured with her distress. “Only the once.”

I didn’t like the way my human shook against me, and her fear surged. Tensing, I bared my fangs at the humans and the wolves with them.

“At the cabin,” the male said, his tone soft.

“At the cabin,” she agreed, her voice cracking. “You’re going to kill him, aren’t you?”

Shock and dismay polluted the scents of the wolves and humans. The two humans stared at each other.

The one with the box replied, “We don’t murder victims unless we have no choice. If he submits, if he lets you go without injuring you, his circumstances will be considered.”

“You’ll consider his circumstances?” my human shrieked, her anger strengthening to full-fledged fury. “You’ll consider them?”

The white and red wolf growled in warning and rebuke.

My human’s ire flared, and she snarled, “If he wasn’t going to do it, I was.”

“Nicolina, you’re not helping,” the second male said.

“Fuck off, Frank.”

The human she named Frank lifted his hands. “I don’t like this any more than you do. Our first concern is to get you away from him so you’re not hurt.”

“I can start spelling words out if you need me to,” my human retorted. “Let’s start with two easy ones. F-U-C-K O-F-F spells fuck off. Do you think I’m stupid? I know what that is.” She pointed at the box. “Get rid of it. You’re not treating him like some criminal or rabid animal.”

“I was not expecting the girl to be more trouble than the wolf,” Frank admitted, turning to the two wolves flanking him, focusing on the white one with the red frosted fur and black paws. “Actually, I wasn’t expecting to see you alive at all, Nicolina. You have no idea how lucky you are.”

My human snorted, and with gentle tugs of her furless paws, she forced my head down until she held me against her stomach. “I’m aware. Dad told me what to expect.”

Frank sighed. “Look, Nicolina. He’s mad. There’s nothing we can do to change that. You lived, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why. I can smell it on him. He’s wild, and unless we can draw him into a pack and make him submit or fight for dominance with us, he’s nothing more than an animal—a very intelligent, extremely dangerous animal. Even if we do, he might never recover.”

“Because of what his parents did. That severing.”

A shiver ran through me, and I whined. I knew the word, I knew what my human was saying, and I didn’t want to remember. I tried to retreat into the den, but her grip tightened on me.

“Richard, down,” she snarled at me, snapping her teeth at my nose.

I dropped to my belly and flattened my head to the ground, whining.

“Damn,” Frank gasped.

“That’s submissive behavior,” the first human murmured, his tone and scent puzzled. “Isn’t he an Alpha?”

“Nicolina, how long has he been acting like that?” Frank demanded.

My human made a frustrated noise. “I don’t know? Ever since the crash, I guess. He did exactly what his parents told him to do. He hardly fought them at all. He was scared, Frank. He was scared right until… until he snapped.”

Frank crouched beside the white and red wolf. “Okay, Nicolina. Easy, girl. Take some deep breaths and tell us what happened. Take it from the top.”

“I was driving and they were tailgating. Richard suggested I pull over when we had a chance and he’d take over and deal with them, but they rammed the Porsche when we were in a valley. It flipped. Richard… I think Richard broke his neck during the crash. I wasn’t driving fast, I swear it. I was at least ten below the limit. They just hit us and kept doing it until the car rolled.” My human swallowed, and the scent of her distress intensified. I whined in response, worming towards her in my effort to come between her and the humans. “Richard, quiet,” she snapped.

I obeyed, shivering.

“He’s reacting to your stress,” Frank explained. “Deep breaths and stay calm. It’s instinct. He smells you’re upset. If he’s submissive, he wants to fix it.”

My human snorted, and she rested her hand on the top of my head. I rolled, tucked my tail, and exposed my throat to her.

“So the exact opposite of what he normally does?”

“Pretty much.”

“But why is he acting like this? I don’t understand.”

“Frank, who is the most submissive wolf here?” the first human asked. “There’s an easy way to test if he’s submissive.”

Still crouched, Frank turned to one of the wolves behind him, making a gesture with his furless paw. “We don’t rank our submissive wolves, Damien. Richard doesn’t allow it. He always says it stressed them too much for absolutely no reason. No tests. I wouldn’t say Wendy’s the most submissive wolf here, but she smells like her daughter. She’s submissive enough.”

The white and red wolf snarled, snapping his teeth at Frank.

“Desmond, shut up. Unless you want them to put a silver bullet between his eyes, you’ll shut up, back off, and let your mate try to get near him,” Frank snarled. “If she can dominate him, we’ll know he’s submissive. You know how delicate she is. If he’s able to contest her, he’s not submissive. It’s simple. She’ll be safe enough. It’s your daughter I’m worried about. She’s about as submissive as a pissed off pit viper, and if Richard does try to establish actual dominance, she’ll fight him, and it won’t end well for her.”

“You could just let me try to bring him to you,” my human suggested, rising to her feet. I whined.

“You’re not helping, Nicolina.”

“Do I have to start spelling again?” my human warned, and the anger in her scent reflected in her voice. “I’ll take him to Mom or Dad.”

“Fine! May I never have a teenage daughter,” Frank spat, throwing his hands in the air. After a long moment, he sighed. “Shit. I already have one. Look, Nicolina. You’re going to get yourself killed, and then your father is going to murder me for letting you do something so unbelievably stupid.”

“And if it works?” my human demanded, bracing her paws on her hips. “Won’t that give you a chance to pull him back into your pack?”

Frank turned to the white and red wolf. “Desmond?”

The red wolf huffed.

“You have the Inquisition’s blessing to subjugate him, Mr. Desmond. He’s too valuable to the Inquisition to waste like this. The two deaths will be declared justified. He hasn’t harmed the Normal girl. None of the taboos have been violated,” the male with the black box said. “It might be easier to stun him and take him by force, but if you can subjugate him, it’s an acceptable compromise.”

My human sucked in a breath. “You’re going to do what his parents wanted to do to him? Force him to join a pack?”

Frank snorted. “Fenerec belong in packs, Nicolina. Subjugation happens; an Alpha proves he can’t hold his wolves, and another one comes in and takes them. That’s what Sanders tried to pull with Sasha. That’s why Richard got so upset; it’s his job to prevent it. But that’s not a severance—not like what they did to him.”

“It hurt him,” my human whispered.

“I’m surprised he held out as long as he did,” Frank whispered. “In case you’re worried, it was a shock and it hurt us a little, but we’re fine—he’s the one who took the brunt of it. Who knows? It’s possible he might emerge relatively unscathed and just go back to being Richard. We won’t know until we get him back in the pack and see how he settles out.”

My human made a thoughtful noise, reached down, and grabbed me by the scruff of my neck. “Richard, come.”

I didn’t want to go near the other wolves. I tucked my tail and dug in my claws, lowering my head as I whined.

A pack was something I didn’t need or want. Packs hurt. I remembered. A pack meant nothing more than pain and loss. My human growled at me, snapping her furless paws, pointing at the nearby wolves. “Richard, do not give me more reasons to want to kick your furry ass into next week.”

“Your threats could use a little work, Nicolina,” Frank said.

I whimpered, once again rolling onto my back to tuck my paws up, exposing my belly and throat to my human, hoping for mercy. Looming over me, she grabbed hold of my muzzle, muttered something under her breath, and bit down on the tip of my nose as hard as she could.

I howled and yipped, scrambling to get away from my human. She stalked me. “Richard,” she hissed.

Driven from the den and surrounded by wolves I didn’t know, I panicked, desperately seeking an escape. The white and red wolf watched, seated on his haunches, ears pricked forward. The others stared, heads cocked, ears back and tense.

Both humans backed away as my human hunted me, flexing her paws. The displeasure and annoyance in her scent surged. “Richard, when I get my hands on you…”

“You’re frightening him,” Frank said, his tone both worried and amused. “Perhaps you should be a bit gentler, Nicolina.”

“He licked me,” my human snarled.

“You needed the bath,” Frank retorted. “You still do, actually.”

“I’ll kill you next,” my human promised, and her scent burned with her rage.

“I think your daughter’s quite healthy, uninjured, and acting like her regular self, Desmond,” Frank stated, backing away, leaving the wolves behind. Sighing, the darker wolf stood, tailing after the human.

Lowering to my belly, I wormed across the ground while my human followed with anger in her scent. With nowhere to go without bumping into a wolf or a human, I cowered, voicing a low, pleading whine.

“Crying isn’t going to save you, Richard.”

Of my options, the red frosted wolf seemed the safest, so I dove in his direction, shuddering as I rolled to my back, presented my belly and throat, tucked my tail and paws, and closed my eyes. I waited, trembling.

Gentle teeth pressed against my neck, accompanied by a faint growl. A whimper worked its way out of me. When the wolf nipped me in gentle rebuke, I stilled. With a low groan, the wolf settled on me, draping his front paws across my chest and belly, pinning me beneath his weight.

I submitted and went limp from exhaustion.
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When the red frosted wolf abandoned me, the human named Frank knelt beside me, pressing his hand to my throat. “Richard,” he chided.

With him so close, there was something familiar about the human, but I was too tired to remember what. When I didn’t move, the human ran his furless paw along my side. I should have lifted my head or done something other than wait, but without the need to guard the den driving me, the aches and pains I had ignored crashed down on me.

My neck hurt the most, and my paws twitched in reaction to the rippling pain racing down my spine with my every breath.

“You better change fast, Desmond,” Frank called out. “Damien, we’re going to need the wolfsbane and Ketamine, I think.”

“Frank!” my human protested.

Shifting my gaze to her, I stared dully, wondering if I could cross the distance to her. She stood with the human who held the black box.

“No luck subjugating him?” Damien asked, stowing the black box in his fake fur.

“Why don’t you let us Fenerec deal with Fenerec pack business, witch,” Frank growled. “Nicolina, how well do you think his neck had been healing?”

“It’s weird,” my human complained, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “When she… when she was severing him, she broke it again. To control him, I think. She kept making him change back and forth, and the last time he became a wolf, it was like he’d never been injured.”

“He’s still injured,” Frank replied, scratching me with his furless paw behind the ears. “I’m willing to bet his neck is still broken and hasn’t healed all that much.”

My human drew close, crouching beside me. Reaching out, she pressed her hand to my throat. “But if it’s broken, how can he move? He wasn’t able to after the crash.”

“Desperation. Fenerec heal fast, and a mad wolf who can’t fight is a dead wolf. Maybe he healed just enough to function during the transformations? How many times did he change?”

“Five times for certain. I was out for a while, so I may have missed a few. It was early morning the first time she forced him.” My human sounded worried, and her anxiety tainted her scent. “The one time she forced him to become a human, he bled everywhere. He… he was lying in a pool of his own blood, Frank.”

I whined, but lacked the strength to reach for my human.

“Deep breaths, Nicolina,” Frank ordered.

“Sorry,” she squeaked.

“You have absolutely nothing to be sorry for. Damn it, I can’t even try to subjugate him, Damien.” Frank’s scent soured with his concern.

“Why not?” Damien demanded.

“It’s because he’s so submissive,” a familiar voice said, husky with pain. My human rose with a strangled cry, spun around, and launched herself in the direction of the human. My nose identified him as a male. Like the other humans, he wore fake furs. Catching my human in his arms, he held her close. “If I had known they were still lurking in the area, I wouldn’t have let Richard leave the house.”

“We all thought they had left. There was no sign of them anywhere in the area. We looked,” Frank replied, growling. “Fuck, it’s like kicking a half-dead puppy. I just can’t do it. He keeps looking at me like he expects me to beat him.”

“Those two were sly,” Damien grumbled. “They’ve been slipping out of our hands for almost two decades, showing up once a year to pick up and drop off the Murphy boy. Each time we’d try to take them down, they’d slip the net. They change identities like I do socks, which makes it even harder to track them.”

“What’s going to happen to Richard, Dad?” my human demanded.

“What’s this? You’re worried about him?”

“They tortured him,” she whispered. “No one deserves that, not even him.”

“Desmond, can you do it?” Frank asked.

“Don’t look at me, I don’t kick half-dead puppies either,” the male holding my human replied, shaking his head. “Maybe if I can get him to turn on me I could. As he is now? Forget it. It’d take another mad wolf to try it. Ironically, if you wanted me to suggest an Alpha who could, it’d be Richard.”

“Let me see if I understand this. You have Inquisition permission to bring him into a temporary pack, he’s not fighting you, and you’re incapable of doing it?” Damien asked, his disbelief in both his tone and scent.

“You’re a witch without a wolf, so I’ll forgive you for your ignorance,” Desmond snapped, stepping forward to kneel by my head. I sniffed to catch his scent, recognizing him as the white and red wolf. “Sanders, how many submissive wolves do you have in your pack?”

“Four.” The human who approached smelled like the red wolf, and he joined Desmond at my side. Reaching out, he scratched under my chin. I closed my eyes and sighed.

“Frank, how many submissive wolves do you have in yours?”

“Twenty to thirty. Some are borderline, so it depends on the day of the week. Right now? With Richard like this, I’d put the number at a solid zero. We’re riled up,” Frank replied, stroking my ears. “I wouldn’t cross any of the pack right now. We want blood, even the most submissive of us.”

“You’re going to need a squeegee and a bucket if you want any,” Desmond said, his tone and scent regretful. “He was quite thorough.”

“That’s disgusting, Dad.”

“It’s true, though. If we’re going to subjugate him, we’ll have to piss him off. We can if he makes the first move, but until he does? It’s not happening. I can think of two ways to make him angry enough to attack one of us,” Desmond said, poking the tip of my nose with his furless paw. “First way is to find a wolf more submissive than him and make him believe we’re about to get violent. Good luck with that, since I don’t even think your Chrissy is this submissive, Sanders.”

“She’s not,” Sanders confirmed.

“Second, we show him his Porsche. If that doesn’t light a fire under his furry ass, I’m not sure what will. I’m open to ideas.” 
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Humans surrounded me, taking turns stroking my fur. The sharp tang of their anger faded to worry I couldn’t ease, not even when I whined and licked at their furless paws. I didn’t understand why they were so concerned or what it had to do with me.

My human sat beside me, resting my head on her lap.

I breathed in her scent searching for signs of her distress, but she had calmed, with only a faint hint of annoyance marring her crisp, spiced scent. “How are we going to move him, Dad? He weighs a ton.”

“Not quite a ton, but close enough,” Desmond replied, pawing at my neck. He found the spot that hurt most, and I whined from the pain. “You’re right about the break, Nicolina. It’s here. Sanders, Earl wouldn’t be able to work on him, would he?”

“You’re joking, right? You might get him to run the x-ray machine to see what’s specifically broken, but operating on a wolf this submissive? Do you think you could grab a knife and cut him like this?” Sanders growled, pacing nearby. “It’s not happening, Desmond. Richard’s going to have to heal on his own unless you happen to know a mad wolf who also happens to be a surgeon. Any ideas, Damien?”

“I know a few witches who happen to be surgeons,” the witch replied, standing with his hands hidden in his fake fur. “I could make a few calls and see what I can dig up.”

“That woman said he’d be fine after he changed a few times,” my human whispered.

“We are not forcing him to change,” Frank snapped.

Confusion and worry laced my human’s scent. “Why not? Dad, you’ve done it before.”

“I may not be a bonded witch, but I know how to initiate a forced change,” Damien said. “It’s not difficult. I have no problems doing it if you think it can help.”

I whined.

“Richard, please stop that,” Frank begged. “It’s terrible. You whine, and my skin crawls. This is ridiculous. I’ve never met a wolf this submissive in my life.”

“Ditto,” Sanders said. “If he wasn’t whining every other minute, I might be able to think. I feel like I need to find a priest and confess all of my sins. How in the hell were they able to sever him if he’s like this? Being near him is enough to set me on edge.”

“They were insane,” my human whispered. “Absolutely batshit crazy.”

“I believe it. He’s even influencing you, Nicolina. You haven’t threatened him once, and you’re petting him like he’s a puppy,” Desmond pointed out. “If he’s affecting Nicolina, who strongly dislikes him, there’s no way any stable witch or Fenerec is going to be able to touch him.”

My human sucked in a breath. “Holy shit, you’re right.”

“How about Alex, Frank?”

“Too dominant,” Frank replied. “Don’t let Alex trick you; he might rank as a submissive, but Richard rolls over if Alex gives him a dirty look. If you want to make him angry though, that’s how you do it. You’d go after Alex. Forget the Porsche; if Alex so much as stubs his toe, Richard’s upset.” Laughing, the human pointed at my female. “It’s perfect. Let Nicolina tear strips out of Alex’s hide. She’ll get a chance to blow off steam, too. If that doesn’t get Richard going, nothing will.”

I turned my ears back. I didn’t know who Alex was, but something told me I wasn’t going to like what the humans were planning. When I looked up at my female, she frowned. “I don’t like it.”

Desmond chuckled.“Of course you don’t. With his head on your lap, you probably couldn’t yell at him even if you wanted to. Come on, Puppy. You’ll feel more like yourself when you’re away from him for a few minutes. Where’s Alex, Frank?”

I bared my fangs although I remained silent. The humans ignored me.

“There’s one small problem with this plan,” Frank whispered.

“What?” Desmond demanded.

Swallowing, Frank dug his furless paw into my fur. “I haven’t told him what happened yet. What am I supposed to tell him, Desmond? That his brother shredded their parents? How do you tell a kid something like that?”

“Oh my God,” my human whispered, and the horror in her voice was reflected in her scent.
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I didn’t want to leave my den. Flattening to the ground, I turned back my ears, and bared my fangs at the humans as they tried to coax me away from the trees making up my territory.

Frank tugged at his mane with his furless paws. “Submissive and stubborn. This is my worst nightmare. I swear this is a nightmare, Desmond. Pinch me so I wake up. I hate this! Why won’t he come?”

“That’s his den,” Desmond replied, sighing. “Richard, you can’t stay here.”

I voiced a single, soft growl.

“Well, he’s fighting you,” my human said, her tone smug.

“If you think you’re so clever, Daughter, why don’t you get him to cooperate?”

Smiling at the other humans, my female approached me, swung back her foot, and gave me a solid kick in the ribs. I howled my dismay, scrambling out of her reach. I whimpered at the pain lancing from my neck down my spine. “I’m really getting sick and tired of your bullshit, Richard.”

Frank gasped. “Nicolina!”

“He’s not a puppy. He’s not even all that cute. You’re being such children,” my female hissed. “Look how big he is. You could trounce him, and you’re too cowardly to do anything.”

“And off she goes,” Desmond muttered. “Wendy, please do something to control your daughter.”

The older female snorted. “No.”

“No?” Desmond asked, his astonishment altering his scent.

“Now I’ve seen everything,” Sanders announced. “First Richard goes submissive, now Wendy’s acting dominant. What the hell is going on here? She told Desmond no, Frank.”

“So I heard,” Frank replied, his amusement adding a pleasant tone to his scent. I headed for the human, slithering behind his legs to keep him between me and my female. “You can’t hide behind me, Richard. You’re too big. I’m pretty sure she can see you.”

“Move, Frank.”

“No killing Richard, Nicolina,” Frank replied. “We’re all frustrated, but it’s not his fault.”

My female snarled, stomping her feet. “I’m well aware that it is not his fault. I was there, remember? I saw what happened. I’m filthy, I have blood all over me, my skin is crawling, and I swear to God, if he comes between me and a bath any longer, I am going to kill someone. We’ve been standing here doing nothing for hours. Hours, Frank! If you all can’t or won’t do anything about this, I will. Just you watch me. You won’t even call Alex.”

“Why don’t you call him then?” Frank retorted, holding out a phone.

My female stepped forward, snatching the device out of the male’s hand. “Fine. I will.”

After tapping at it, she held it to her ear. “Alex, it’s Nicolina. We found Richard, but he’s acting all submissive, and Frank, Sanders, and my father are utterly incapable of dealing with him. Richard whines and it’s the end of the fucking world. What should I do about it?”

There was a long moment of silence, and my female’s scent changed from annoyance to interest. “That’s it? Are you serious?”

I smelled her dismay long before she sighed. “He turned on them, Alex. I’m sorry. They’re… I mean…  I’m not sure how to say it. What? Okay, I’m listening.”

My human’s mouth dropped open. “Well, okay. No, I’m afraid he didn’t leave enough for you to have that satisfaction. Father recommended a squeegee and a bucket.” There was a long pause. “I’ll tell them that.”

When my human lowered the phone from her ear, she offered it back to Frank. “You’re never going to believe what he suggested.”

“Alex wasn’t upset?” Desmond demanded.

“No, he didn’t sound upset at all. First, he asked me to tell you Richard’s still bound to him. Richard’s giving him a migraine with his bellyaching.” My female put her paws on her hips, glaring down at me. I snapped my teeth at her, voicing a single growl. “Alex thinks if you do something really shocking, you might be able to snap him out of it. Alex warned against trying to provoke him to violence like he is, and that it’s probably best if he stays away while we deal with him.”

“Was Alex nice enough to tell you just how to go about doing this?” Desmond demanded.

I didn’t like the tone the human took with my female. Bristling, I snarled, shoving against Frank so hard the human tumbled over my back and landed in a heap beside me.

“Richard, enough,” my human snapped. “God, you’re even more obnoxious than usual. I can’t believe I felt sorry for you. Ugh. I want to throttle him.”

“No murdering Richard,” the older female chided.

“Nicolina Angelica Desmond, I’m running out of patience with you,” Desmond growled. “How are we supposed to shock Richard?”

My female giggled. “The Porsche might work. Alex says Richard gets upset if it gets even the tiniest scratch. When he sees it, he’s going to freak. Alex is with the car right now. It’s been towed off to a place about two hours from here. He also said forcing him to change might help, then you can do a few other tricks.”

Desmond’s eyes narrowed. “What other tricks?”

Bursting into laughter, my human doubled over, hugging her sides. “I can’t even say it. God, this is so embarrassing. I can’t believe Alex even suggested it, but I bet it’d work. I’m not it.”

“Nicolina,” Desmond growled.

“Oh,” Frank gasped. “Oh, Alex is clever. I’m not it.”

“Not it,” Sanders blurted. “I don’t even know what I’m not doing, but if Frank’s not willing to do it, neither am I.”

“It’s your lucky day, Desmond!” Frank said, reaching up to give my flank a slap. “Don’t worry, Richard. I’ll take lots of pictures.”

“Pictures of what?” Desmond demanded.

Climbing to his feet, Frank dusted himself off. “And ruin the surprise, Desmond? Let’s hit the road, go visit Richard’s Porsche, and meet up with his brother. We better buy mouthwash on the way. You’re going to need it.”
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My female drove me away from our den with a mixture of growls, snarls, threats, and kicks at my flank. Wolves slipped between the trees, invisible in the gloom of the night-dark forest. The humans carried a light with them.

They were hunting as a pack, and I was their prey, and I didn’t understand why my human cooperated with them. She demanded obedience and punished me with her snarls when I defied her will.

“You’re ruthless, Nicolina,” Desmond stated, shaking his head. “Do you have to be so rough with him?”

“Yes,” my female replied. “Unlike you, I’m not a sucker for his whining and his puppy-dog eyes. Girl up.”

“I do believe she’s still offended over Christmas,” the older female stated, her tone and scent amused. “Nicolina, could you not taunt your father? He’s stressed enough.”

“He’s stressed? He’s stressed? I crashed Richard’s Porsche! I don’t want to spend three months with him waiting for the replacement,” she wailed.

“Baby, what are you talking about?” Desmond asked.

When the forested mountain made way for a road, I tensed. A line of vehicles waited. While most of them were quiet, there were a few with their engines rumbling and their lights on. I knew there was significance to the humans’ cars, but I shied away from the memories.

“Richard told me if I crashed his Porsche, I was stuck with him until it was replaced,” my female whined.

“Don’t worry. Richard isn’t going to blame you for what happened,” Desmond soothed. “You’re not going to be stuck with him.”

“I don’t know, Desmond. You turned his plane to glitter. Now his Porsche is dead? How much do you value your daughter? Though, that’s interesting. I wonder how much of Richard is kicking around in his skull right now. He did take Nicolina hostage over the plane. Do you think he didn’t turn on her because he remembered he was responsible for her?” Sanders asked, reaching down to rub my scruff. A yip burst out of me when he touched where my neck still throbbed. “Sorry, Richard.”

“She’s worth far more than the value of his jet and Porsche combined. I’ll replace his car,” Desmond replied.

Frank sighed, shook his head, and joined Sanders in stroking me, though he was careful to avoid my aching neck. “His insurance should cover it. I just wish I knew what exactly was wrong with him and how to fix it.”

“Trauma,” my human replied, her voice gentle. Ceasing her snarling and snapping, she crouched in front of me, rewarding me with a brisk rub between my ears. “Who’d want to remember something like that? I don’t. It was bad enough for me, but I can’t imagine what it was like for him.”

“Richard’s tough,” Frank whispered.

Joining my female, Sanders ran his hand down my chest, tugging at my fur. He sighed. “Everybody has their limits, Frank. He’s been through a lot lately. I’m amazed he has the presence of mind to be able to distinguish friend from foe. He’s not all there, that’s for sure, but he’s capable of restraint. His scent’s off, but he’s not expressing any of the normal behaviors of a mad wolf. First and foremost, he’s not attacking everyone too close to his territory. He also left Nicolina alive. When a wolf goes mad, they take everyone out with them when they go. By all rights, she should be dead, too.”

“I think my daughter is onto something. Trauma-induced amnesia, perhaps?” Desmond said, watching me with wolf-yellowed eyes. “Sanders, you had him for a while when he ran off with his Porsche. How does he compare to then?”

I hunkered down and whined. The humans flinched, and my female sighed. “That’s a horrible noise, Richard. Please stop.”

Sanders bent over me, resting his forehead on my muzzle. “Easy, Richard.” I closed my eyes, bumping my nose under his chin, relaxing as he stroked my fur. “He’s completely different. He played submissive with me, but he was doing a terrible job at it. There were a few times where he took me by surprise. He was docile, but not like this. And you saw how he reacted when his parents came with Alex. It was fear-based aggression. He was terrified. I’ve never seen Richard so frightened over anything in the time I’ve known him.”

“I have, and it’s always because of Alex getting into trouble one way or another.” Frank laughed. “There was one time when he took one of Richard’s ATVs and thought he’d make a run down the gully without telling anyone. When the hospital called, I had to peel Richard off the ceiling.” There was a long moment of silence. “And there’s your proof he’s not all there. Richard gets upset if anyone reminds him of that stunt. He’s calm.”

“No association,” Desmond murmured.

“Was Alex hurt?” my female asked.

“Alex knocked himself out cold. Minor concussion and a sprained wrist. Doesn’t matter. Richard doesn’t care about what actually happened. He cares about what could have happened.” Stepping to one of the vehicles, Frank opened the back door. “Think you can get him in, Nicolina?”

“Pick a different car,” my female snapped. “No dark SUVs.”

“What? Why?”

“They drove a dark SUV.”

“Roger.” Closing the door, Frank examined the line of cars, settling on a pale one. “Yours okay, Desmond?”

“Yeah, I don’t care if he rips up the interior. It can be fixed,” Desmond replied, pulling out keys from his pocket. “We’ll have to clean some junk out of the back.”

“I’ll help,” my female said, running over to Frank. I whined.

“Richard, relax. She’s just going over there. There’s no need to panic. Once this is over, if he figures out he can whine us into submission, we’ll never live this down,” Sanders complained, letting me go and thumping my shoulder. “Every time he whines, I want to hit someone.”

“Me, too,” Desmond grumbled.

“Why?” the witch asked, fiddling with the black box my female didn’t like. I turned on him, snarling at the device.

“Jesus Christ, Damien, put that fucking thing away before one of us rips your head off for threatening him,” Sanders snapped. “Are you trying to get yourself killed? If you are, you’re about ten seconds from succeeding.”

“He’s not a part of your pack, Mr. Sanders.”

Desmond growled, long and low. “Doesn’t matter. It’s worse because he’s not. He’s an unclaimed submissive right now. Even if he wasn’t whining so much, I’d be wanting him, even before considering the fact he’s Richard. Just put the Taser away. If I have to take it from you, your hand’s going with it.”

The witch pocketed the device. “Happy? It’s not like it’ll do anything other than stun him for a few minutes.”

Sanders echoed Desmond’s growl, and as the Fenerec’s attention focused on the witch, I whined. The promise of violence hung in the air, the stench of rage filling my nose.

“Do us all a favor and take your little Inquisition elsewhere,” Desmond hissed. “I’ll take responsibility for him. Get out of here while you can still walk.”

“You can’t threaten me, Mr. Desmond,” the witch replied.

The scent of rage radiating from Desmond alarmed me into rising, knocking Sanders away as I stood my full height. Lowering my head to protect my throat, I bared my fangs. I focused on the witch.

Humans were frail, easy prey, a threat I could easily overcome.

“How much do you want to bet on that, Mr. Taylor?” Desmond whispered.

I lunged for the witch, snapping my teeth at his legs, forcing him to stumble backwards in a retreat. After pursuing him several paces, I halted, voicing a warning growl.

“Okay, that’s more like the Richard we know and love,” Sanders whispered, and when I tilted my head so I could watch him, he remained crouched, chin ducked to cover his throat. “Richard, going after an Inquisition witch isn’t a good idea.”

I flicked an ear in his direction. 

“Richard,” Desmond chided, stepping towards me.

I snarled, whipping around to snap my teeth at the approaching wolf who wore a human’s thin skin. Jerking his hand back, Desmond glared at me, his eyes blazing with a golden light. “You did not just try to bite me,” he hissed.

“And there they go,” Frank said. “Desmond, I have this overwhelming urge to try to kick your ass right now.”

“Try it, Puppy. Go ahead. I’ll flatten you first before I put him in his place. You can lick each others’ wounds when I’m finished with you both.”

My female left the pale vehicle, stomped forward, and raised her fisted paw. “Someone’s about to get hit, and it might just be you, Father.”

Something clicked, and I knew if I allowed my female to strike out at Desmond, I would regret it—as would he. Digging into the ground with my claws for purchase, I charged the distance between her and the other wolves. I skidded, colliding with her, driving my shoulder into her legs. I tripped over her as she fell, and I twisted so I wouldn’t land on her. I hit the ground hard, the breath whooshing out of my lungs.

Lurching upright, I stood over my female, snarling between wheezed pants.

“Richard,” my female gasped.

Sanders sighed, shaking his head. “At the rate we’re going, we’re never going to get into the cars, let alone get Richard to his Porsche. But I think Desmond’s almost pissed enough he might actually make a run at Richard. Either works, I guess.”

“Get away from my puppy,” Desmond ordered, and I recognized the anger in the human’s voice and saw the wolf reflecting in his eyes. His rage crested, searing my nose with its intensity.

I answered his challenge with a snarl. Maybe my female carried some of Desmond’s scent as his puppy, but she was mine. I had claimed her as my own, and I wouldn’t let him take her from me. She belonged to me. She had shared my den.

Mine.

“That got him going. This should be interesting. Ten on Desmond,” Sanders said.

“Pack pride; twenty on Richard,” Frank replied. The two humans smacked their furless paws together.

Without shifting my gaze from Desmond, I steadied my stance, lowered my head, and bristled.

“A hundred on Wendy,” the older female said, stepping forward. I twisted to face her and I met her yellow-eyed glare. “Charles, if you ever want back into the house, you’ll back off and shut up. Please.”

Desmond’s teeth clacked together as he obeyed the female.

“As for you, Richard.” The older female drew closer, flexing her paws. I hunkered down and tucked my tail. Unlike with the males, I couldn’t scent any anger about her, although I heard it in her voice.

My female wiggled out from beneath me. “Mom?”

“Nicolina, be quiet.”

Distress and worry surged in my female’s scent, and I twisted to comfort her, whining.

“Richard Murphy, you’re talking to me right now,” the older female snarled, and I flinched at the command in her voice, turning to face her. When our gazes met, she pinned me in place with the force of her and her wolf’s will. When she reached me, she seized my muzzle in her paws, forcing my head up. Touching her nose to mine, she breathed in my scent. I trembled.

“Change,” she ordered.

I heard startled cries before everything went black.
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When I managed to crack my eyes open, my vision blurred. Wendy’s scent filled my nose, and with effort, I realized my cheek rested against her shoulder. One of her hands supported my neck. I shuddered, sucking in a breath through clenched teeth.

The metallic sweetness of blood teased my tongue.

“That should do it,” Desmond’s mate murmured, shifting beneath me. The rough fibers of a blanket caught on my raw skin. “How long?”

“Forty-five minutes,” Desmond reported.

Wendy sighed. “At least he didn’t bleed too much this time. I was worried he would for a few minutes there. I’m not sure how much he has to spare.”

“I can’t believe you did that.” Desmond was somewhere nearby, though I couldn’t force my vision to focus enough to locate him.

“It was either that or watch him brawl with you. Males,” Wendy grumbled. “Give an inch and they’ll take a mile just because they can.”

“He threatened our puppy,” Desmond growled.

My mate’s mother huffed. “Tissue paper is more threatening. The only danger she was in was when he tripped over his own paws in his haste to come between our puppy and what he perceived as danger. The threat was the half-cocked witch with the Taser and you know it.”

“Fine,” Desmond snapped.

My uncooperative eyes failed me when someone knelt beside me, but my nose informed me it was Frank. “I think he’s coming around. Richard?” He pressed his fingers to my throat. “His heart rate is still way up there.”

Swallowing, I gathered my wits enough to croak, “Ouch.”

“Hey, Richard. Lights are on and someone’s home?” Frank pressed the back of his hand against my forehead. “He’s burning up.”

Despite the physical contact, I couldn’t find the pack bonds that were supposed to tie us together. I shuddered. Nothing remained, and the void ached as though someone had taken a blow torch and seared the inside of my head.

I didn’t want to remember.

“Richard?” Frank asked, giving my cheek a gentle slap. “Come on, talk to me. In English would be nice, but I’ll take a growl or snarl.”

Growling satisfied him more than it did me; making the sound added to my growing nausea.

Running his hand along my throat, Frank slid his fingers beneath Wendy’s hand. “Your neck’s a mess, Richard, and I don’t know how much changing helped knit the bones. I’m going to let you decide. We can take you to a hospital and run you through the machines, see how badly it’s broken, and get you into a brace. Alternatively, we can take you to Alex, see if we can sort out the rest of the mess, and hope changing a few times will take care of it.”

I shuddered. Hospitals served their purpose, but the thought of losing control among so many sick and injured added to my nausea. My other choice wasn’t much better.

Even if Alex was still bound to me, I couldn’t feel him, nor could I find any sign of my pack. I already hurt; the holes where my pack had once been were as still and quiet as graves. The fear of remaining alone choked off my breath.

“Richard,” Wendy murmured.

“Where’s Alex?” I asked, unable to force my voice about a hoarse whisper.

“He’s about two hours away, waiting for us to meet him,” Frank replied.

Fragments of memory taunted me, but I couldn’t make sense of them. I had been with my mate, but I couldn’t smell her nearby. “Nicolina,” I gasped. “She was there.”

A shudder ran through me. I had turned on my mother, and when my father had attempted to retaliate, I had gone for his throat as well. Everything after was an incoherent blur.

Had I killed my mate?

“Richard, Nicolina’s fine,” Frank said, bumping his forehead against mine. “You gave her a bit of a scare, but you didn’t attack her.”

Desmond sighed. “She’s passed out in the SUV.”

“Fucking SUVs,” I grumbled.

“Charles, be a dear and get the back of the Mercedes down and cleaned up. I’ll sit in the back with Richard,” Wendy said, her tone warning against arguing.

Grumbling curses at me, at his SUV, and at his mate, Desmond obeyed.

Sanders sighed. “We get the best-case scenario, and he acts like he wants to rip our faces off. Unbelievable.”

“Hey, Sanders.”

“Hey yourself, Richard. Good to see you mostly in one piece. Didn’t think we were going to find either one of you alive for a while there,” the Alpha replied, crouching next to me to give my shoulder a squeeze. “If Yellowknife doesn’t want you, we’ll take you.”

The anger in Frank’s scent spurred me into saying, “He’d kick your ass, Frank, which means I’d have to kick his ass.”

“You’d try,” Sanders said, rising to his feet. “Your eyes are dilated to hell.”

“I don’t have to see you to hit you,” I grumbled.

“Offer’s open.”

Leaning against Wendy, I burrowed closer to her, groaning at the pain the motion caused. “Frank’s mine.”

“Prove it.”
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Guilt had a scent, and I reeked of it.

Pain sapped me of my will and strength, but it was the guilt that left me as easy prey for the Alphas, who situated me in Desmond’s SUV to their liking. I ended up entangled in a nest of blankets in the back, my head pillowed on Wendy’s lap.

With a gentle touch and soothing word, her wolf influenced mine, quieting him and leaving me to deal with the consequences of what I had done. I remembered attacking my mother and father, living up to my threat of killing them if they hurt my mate.

The memory of my Nicolina sprawled on the floor, unconscious from a single blow from my father, only added to my guilt. If I had been stronger, if I hadn’t been so submissive or afraid, my father never would have been able to strike her. That I had killed my parents didn’t bother me nearly as much as the knowledge my inaction could have killed my mate—and that I had once again become a monster.

Alex didn’t remember; he had been too young. My mate would never forget.

Even if Frank could pull me back into the pack through Alex, the fears I had buried and thought well-hidden resurfaced. If I was capable of turning on my flesh and blood, no one was safe from me.

My mate had gotten lucky, that was all. Next time, if I let there be a next time, I’d kill her without realizing what I was doing. She wasn’t like her mother, so submissive even a mad wolf thought twice against striking her.

By the time Desmond parked, I had come up with one plan. First I’d go to Yellowknife, then I’d head north. Without the pack bonds tying me down, it’d just be a matter of time before I was another wolf in a tundra full of them. Frank would care for Alex, and Desmond would care for my mate.

What there was of a bond between us would grow frail and deteriorate. My wolf and I believed in her, but she hadn’t accepted us, not in truth. She would be free. Within a moon, all I would be to her was a bad memory.

Wendy slid out from beneath me, touching her fingers to my throat.

“How is he?” Desmond asked, killing the engine.

“Not good,” his mate replied. “He’s hardly moved since we got him in the car. His eyes are glazed. I’m putting my money on shock.”

When Desmond popped open the back, Wendy wiggled out from under me and hopped out.

The sun was rising, bathing the curving road and trees beyond in golden light. Gray haze cloaked the distant mountains.

“Alex,” Desmond called, sitting on the bumper of his Mercedes.

My brother stifled a yawn as he approached. “He changed? I thought you were bringing him as a wolf.”

“My mate had other thoughts on that, and since he got through it, I decided it wasn’t worth the time to give you a call,” Desmond replied. “I’m not going to lie, Alex. It was pretty bad.”

“So Nicolina said. A squeegee and bucket?” Shaking his head, Alex hopped into the back with me, sitting cross-legged beside my head. He ran his fingers through my hair. “I want to kill them each time I see them. The only thing I’m upset about is that I didn’t get to help.”

My brother sighed and flicked my ear with his nail. “You’re thinking about doing something stupid, aren’t you, Richard? Well, whatever you’re thinking about, stop it. Wait until you see what they did to your car.”

“I don’t care about the stupid car,” I grumbled, grimaced at the pain the motion caused, and burrowed under the blankets.

“I’m confused. You’ve been muttering about how you wanted to kill both of them for years. You finally got to do it, and now you’re sulking?” Alex yanked the blanket off my head, grabbed my ear, and twisted. “You’re the one being stupid.”

I yelped.

“You’re noisy,” my mate grumbled, yawning. She draped her arms over the back of her seat, staring down at me. Her hair was still a tangled mess. Mud, blood, and leaves clung to her. “Can’t we just go home? All I want is a bath.”

I froze, meeting my mate’s gaze, holding my breath. A shiver ran through me.

I could have killed her, and the thought was enough to bathe me in cold sweat.

“Oh. I get it,” Wendy said, snapping her fingers. “This is what Frank was talking about. Oh, Richard. You are a stupid idiot.”

My mate’s stare held me, pinned me in place, and she ruthlessly refused to let me lower my eyes.

“Welcome to the wonderful world of Richard Murphy,” Frank announced. “He’s a case study for control freaks and guilty consciences. How are you holding up, Alex?”

“I’ve got a headache,” my brother complained. “Now I understand why you all get cranky when Richard’s upset. Is he like this all the time? It’s creepy.”

“What feedback are you getting?” Frank took hold of my brother’s arm, pulled him out of the SUV, and took his place next to me. “Once he’s linked with us again, you shouldn’t get much from him if anything. He’s used to spreading himself around a lot, and right now, all he has is you. We can do this one of two ways, Richard. We can finish what was started and go through the hassle of a challenge, fight, bloody each other up, and otherwise make a mess, or you can cooperate and let me see if I can link with you through Alex. I’m not giving you a choice. You’re coming back into the pack, and that’s final.”

“Offer’s still open!” Sanders called out.

“I’m gonna kill him. I swear, I’m going to turn around and I’m going to bite his face off,” Frank snarled. “Sanders!”

“What are you talking about?” my mate demanded. “What’s Sanders offering?”

Desmond snorted. “They’re competing, Nicolina. Essentially, Richard is up for grabs to the first pack who can subjugate him. Alphas will fight for the chance to get him. Hell, I can think of a lot of packs who would do a lot to have Richard as their Alpha. Frank’s lucky that Sanders likes Richard, or they’d already be challenging for the right to have him.”

“Why would anyone want Richard?” my mate demanded.

“Ouch,” Alex said. “That’s just mean, Nicolina.”

Sanders howled with laughter. “Poor Richard.”

“I’ll kill him myself,” I growled, narrowing my eyes as I considered if it was worth the misery to get up and tear a strip out of Sanders.

“I was being serious. Why would anyone want Richard?”

Wendy grinned, slithering into the back with me. My eyes widened as she lifted my chin with a finger. “Nicolina, take a good look at him. He’s single. Every bitch on the continent wants him. With looks like his? I bet half the men in his pack question their sexuality at least once a week. You have no idea what you’re missing out on. He’s gorgeous as a human, and as a wolf? He’s divine. Darling, we really should play with him.”

My face burned. With her so close, I couldn’t help but notice how the playful smile on her lips made her that much prettier. “Wendy!”

My mate sucked in a breath. “Mother!”

“Oh, that was a two for one special.” Frank laughed. “You should see your face, Richard. You’re red. Wendy, you’re so cruel. Desmond would never let Richard anywhere near you. Don’t torment him.”

Desmond joined his mate, pushing her aside until he pressed his nose to mine. “I don’t know, Frank. She’s been a very, very good girl lately. Good girls should be rewarded. Maybe I’ll take that witch up on his offer and make him mine.”

“Dad!” my mate shrieked.

“We’ll take very good care of you, Richard,” Desmond murmured, shifting closer to me until his brow pressed against mine. “Without your pack backing you, Richard, you’re all mine.”

“Share,” Wendy demanded, nipping her mate’s throat. “I called dibs on him first.”

My mate whimpered. “This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening. My mom and dad have lost it. This can’t be happening.”

Seizing my chin in his teeth, Desmond growled. He slid a hand around my neck, and when he found the break, I gasped from the burst of agony stabbing down my spine and into my skull. “Give up, Richard. It’s hopeless. What my mate wants, she gets, and it looks like you’re on the menu tonight.”
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Wolves howled in my head. I had no recollection of how I had escaped Desmond, but I was behind my mate, keeping her between me and her hunting parents. My breath came hard and fast.

My mate’s fury burned my nose, singeing my throat and lungs with its acrid bite.

Howling his laughter, my brother knelt behind the seat, pointing at me. “Your face.”

“He ran away, Charles,” Wendy whined.

“Sorry to interrupt your fun, Desmond, but Frank’s out cold, and I think I see a few more bodies strewn across the parking lot,” Sanders said, grabbing a blanket and tossing it at me and Nicolina. My mate ducked and it landed on my head. “No one wants to see you naked, Richard.”

I froze, sucking in a breath. “What?”

“You’re naked, Richard,” Sanders repeated, shaking his head with a sigh. “I’m so sorry, Nicolina.”

My mate’s fury intensified. “Someone’s going to die for this,” she hissed.

Between Wendy, Desmond, and my mate, there was going to be a murder: mine. I shook my head to clear it, but the howling, calling cries filled my ears. “Frank? What’s wrong with Frank?”

“You flattened him, Richard,” Sanders explained, climbing into the back of the SUV to kneel next to Alex. “You panicked.”

I pointed at Desmond, who grinned at me before cuddling with his mate. “They… they…”

“I told you,” Alex said, his tone smug. “You should have bought him flowers and dinner first.”

Sanders held out another blanket. “I know, Richard. I wouldn’t wish those two on anyone, even you. Nicolina, I apologize for your parents. They’re even more shameless than Richard, who looks like he’s ready to die from embarrassment.”

“Richard has an excuse,” my mate hissed, grabbing the blanket. Without facing me, she held it so I could take it. “The rest of you, however…”

I shivered despite the blanket, pressing my back against the front passenger side seat. The cacophony in my head quieted, leaving me numb and tired in its wake. “I flattened Frank?”

“I’m okay, I think. You have the finesse of a rabid moose,” Frank complained with a groan. “Jesus, Richard. Couldn’t you use something other than brute force for once?”

“What are you talking about?” I demanded, my temper fraying as my confusion grew. I slid to the floor, struggling to catch my breath. My mate twisted around. Alarm soured her scent.

“Richard? Dad, he’s wheezing.”

Desmond yanked open the side door, pressing his fingers to my throat. “Richard, deep breaths,” he ordered.

“Someone please tell me what’s going on,” I begged between gasps.

“If you shut up and just take deep breaths, I will,” Desmond retorted before nipping me in rebuke. “Apparently, the thought of me and my mate treating you to a fun evening panicked you so much that you took out your entire pack by force in your effort to escape. I had no idea you were so shy, Richard.”

“I didn’t feel a thing,” my brother reported. “Frank, however, dropped like a rock. Sanders caught him before he could crack his head open on the asphalt.”

“Lucky you, Alex. He hit me first, but since my pack isn’t in flux, I could fight him off. He went for Frank second. Since Frank was actively trying to get through to him, he got sucker punched. I’m going to guess the pack bonds are fried out, Frank?”

“Tully’s buffering,” Frank reported. “Richard ran out of steam by the time he reached Tully in the pack bonds.”

“Sanders?” I asked, blinking at the other Alpha. “I did what?”

Sanders burst out laughing. “You tried to subjugate me, you devil spawn. If I hadn’t realized Desmond and his wicked little bitch were trying to goad you into it, I’d be pissed. I had to actually call on my pack to fend you off. You should’ve just let them—” 

“Sanders!” my mate screamed, grabbed the nearest object, which proved to be my wallet, and flung it at the Alpha’s head. “I swear if you finish that sentence, I will end you.”

Catching my wallet, Sanders held it out to my brother, who took it. “Okay, okay. You okay, Richard?”

“I think he’s just exhausted,” Desmond said, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “Sorry, Pup. How’s the ranking in the pack, Frank?”

Frank snorted, crawling up into the back of the SUV. Flopping onto the pile of blankets, he groaned. “We’re fine, Desmond. I’m more worried about Richard.”

“Richard? Can you feel the pack?”

I shook my head. “Nothing.”

“He’s probably burnt out for a while,” Sanders said. “I would be, too, if I tried a stupid stunt like that. How about you, Frank?”

“Yeah, I got him. Faint, but he’s there,” Frank reported. “Looks like you’re still stuck with me as your Second, Richard.”

I groaned and leaned against Desmond. “I should have taken Sanders’s pack.”

“Should’ve hit harder then, Richard. Looks like you’re stuck with Yellowknife. I’d make a terrible Second. I’d give you bellyaches and you know it,” Sanders replied. “I also didn’t drive all this way to watch Desmond cuddle with Richard again. I know he’s lovable, but there really should be limits. Let’s go have a look at the Porsche.”
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My Porsche was dead.

Not only was it crunched, my mother hadn’t been joking when she said it could burn. The charring and bubbling of paint exposed to intense heat removed all evidence my car had once been pink. All that remained of the interior were a few scraps of leather and melted plastic. The frame of the center console had twisted; shards of scorched glass clung to where the navigation panel had once been.

Sanders whistled. “That’s your Porsche? Damn, what did it do to anyone?”

“Richard liked it,” my brother said, shoving his hands into his pockets. “That’s the only reason they needed to wreck it. The cops said they don’t know how the hell they did it, but someone had gone through a lot of effort to scrap the car. They found traces of accelerants, but they haven’t seen anything quite like it.”

“That bitch torched his car because he liked it?” my mate demanded. She balled her hands into fists. “That’s bullshit.”

“I’m pretty sure the only reason they didn’t toss my cold corpse in a dumpster during visits was because there were armed Inquisitors nearby looking for an excuse to take them out,” my brother grumbled.

I growled because it was true.

Alex answered by jabbing me in the ribs with his elbow. Turning to me, he stood at his full height, which made him several inches taller than me. “Richard, English.”

“If that were my truck, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t be capable of English,” Sanders said, clapping my shoulder. “Damn, Richard. I was expecting damage, but nothing to this scale. It’s a deep fried car pancake.”

“I can’t tell if Nicolina is the luckiest lady alive or not. You have to be running out of luck, girl.” Frank shook his head. “How the hell did you walk away from that?”

My legs decided they were no longer interested in holding me up. I slumped to the asphalt. Desmond made a startled noise.

Frank knelt next to me, his hand supporting the back of my neck. “Richard?”

“My car,” I whimpered. “They trashed my car, Frank.”

“It’s okay, Richard. We can get you a new baby, and you can even get it in pink again if you really want.”

“She wasn’t even a year old,” I wailed.

My mate bit her lip, hiding her face with her hands. “I’m so sorry. I hit the brakes and turned the wheel after you told me not to.”

Desmond crouched next to me, put his fingers under my chin, and forced me to look at him. “You’re making my little girl cry,” he hissed.

I froze, opening my mouth to reply, but only a strangled noise emerged. Had I? Desmond held my chin in a firm grip so I couldn’t turn to my mate. I drew in a panicked breath, but I couldn’t tell from her scent if she was distressed.

As always, her crisp cinnamon scent was accompanied by faint traces of annoyance.

“Charles Nicholas Desmond,” Wendy growled. “Be nice to Richard. He didn’t make her cry. Isn’t that right, Nicolina?”

Pointing at my Porsche, my mate turned on her father, aiming a kick at his shin. Desmond hopped out of his daughter’s reach.

“You’re going to be as dead as the Porsche,” she hissed. “I’m not crying. Why does my father have to be such a loser?” Spinning on a heel, she stalked to her father’s Mercedes, throwing open the back door. “And for fuck’s sake, Richard, put on some clothes.”

“You’re going to need to lock that girl up, Desmond,” Sanders said, whistling. “Whoever wins her is going to have his hands full. I can’t tell if I’ll want to congratulate him or put him out of his misery.”

“No kidding,” Desmond grumbled. “I’m not going to be able to give her away at this rate. I’m going to have to offer a dowry to get rid of her.”

I more than wanted my mate, but I couldn’t tell anyone that. While I wanted to stalk after the girl my wolf and I so desired, I was stuck with her father and mother instead. I scowled, narrowing my eyes at Desmond. “No jet, no daughter. That was the deal. If you think you’re getting out of the deal so easily, you’re mistaken, Desmond.”

“Not to interrupt your posturing, but we’re going home. Busted jets and flattened cars can wait until after your neck heals, Richard. He’s coming with us, Mr. Desmond. Ours.” Frank narrowed his eyes, and in a gesture that was all about dominance and possession, he pulled me closer to him. I sighed, and because it was too much work to fight him, I allowed it.

“And I’m pretty sure I already told Alex that I would return Richard when I bloody fucking felt like it,” Desmond growled.

“Charles,” Wendy said, her tone calm and even. “Please forgive my mate. Of course you’ll take Richard home. We’ll just be coming with you when you do.”

I groaned at the thought of the Desmonds at my lodge—or worse, my house. “First he destroys my plane, then his daughter wrecks my car, which is then lit on fire. Now I have to take them home with me? What did I do to deserve this?”

“I’m pretty sure you were born,” my brother said, ruffling my hair. “Sorry, Richard.”

I sighed.
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	Nicolina Desmond should have known that her twin’s overly friendly behavior with the eligible Fenerec males would land her in trouble, but she never expected how far young, single werewolves would go to secure a mate.
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When Richard is invited to hunt Nicolina’s kidnappers with her father, he jumps at the chance. With Desmond lusting for blood and violence, Richard is forced to toe the line between mercy, justice, and revenge.
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No matter how influential Charles Desmond is, it’s not enough to stop those who are determined to take Richard’s rank through force. With Nicolina Desmond out on the hunt to kill him once and for all, he’ll need a lot more than luck to survive his stay with the Desmonds.




Glitter




Richard Murphy has many sides, and Nicolina Desmond is dismayed to discover that he truly has the patience of a hunting wolf and his pranks are just as nefarious as hers. When the bodies of Fenerec turn up in her back yard, however, she might have to kill again, and her target is none other than Yellowknife’s injured Alpha.
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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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The Silvered Wolf




With Richard recovering, there’s some hope of salvaging their normal Christmas rituals, but her father’s plan sweeps Nicolina up into her worst nightmare—one where she’s a bartering chip held by none other than the Silvered Wolf.




The Games Wolves Play




Richard and his wolf are delighted to have Nicolina for their own for at least several days, but when his parents show up, their fun and games take a lethal turn.







Volume Four







Tangles




Between her father’s plans to subject her to a trip to Yellowknife and the matted ruins of her hair, Nicolina’s life has become a tangled mess. When help comes from an unexpected source, she’s forced to look at herself and her worst enemy in a different light.




Witch




When an Inquisition witch shows up to take Richard into custody, Nicolina once again proves he has a lot to learn about Desmond’s daughter.




Striking a Deal




Dealing with the devil has its risks, but when Nicolina strikes a bargain with Richard Murphy, she fears she has bitten off more than she can chew.




In Hot Water




What should have been a relaxing side trip to the mountain springs lands Richard in hot water.




Breaking Point




Everyone has a breaking point, and Nicolina Desmond is no different. When her father crosses the line one too many times, an impulsive decision results in her teaming up with Richard Murphy for some good old-fashioned payback. The only problem? Their opponents are three of North America’s most dangerous wolves and the entirety of Richard’s pack.










Volume Five







The Power of a Word




Despite all of her efforts and carefully cultivated hatred for Richard Murphy, Nicolina Desmond craves his company—and more. Determined to choose her own fate, she puts Richard to the test, and discovers what sort of man he is.




Bonds




Richard prepares himself for a lifetime of hunting Nicolina so he might claim her as his mate. However, Desmond’s daughter has plans of her own, and he has once again become her prey.




The Value of a Life




With the full moon on the rise, Nicolina has more than thralled wolves to worry about. Fearing what her father will do if he ever learns she has staked her claim on Yellowknife’s Alpha, she hides her love and affection for Richard in the only way she knows how. To mask their mingling scents, she unleashes a cologne apocalypse in his bedroom.




With her new mate hunting with his wolves, she takes the opportunity to get to know his brother. But when a jealous wolf bent on destroying what Richard holds dear comes calling, Nicolina must decide for herself the true value of a life—and whether or not she is willing to kill to protect those her mate loves. 




Shattered




Richard’s worst nightmare has come true. No longer able to feel his brother in the pack bonds and fearing for his mate’s life, he relinquishes control of Yellowknife’s pack to Desmond, hoping he’s not too late to save what little of his family he has left.




In order to save his brother, Nicolina has killed once again. This time, however, she has shattered under the strain of taking another’s life. Should Richard make a single mistake, he may be left as the lone survivor—or fall victim to her silver bullets.
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Witch & Wolf, Book 2




When Nicole dabbled in the occult, she lost it all: Her voice, her family, and her name. Now on the run from the Inquisition, she must prove to herself—and the world—that not all wizards are too dangerous to let live. 




The savage murder of a bookstore employee throws Nicole into the middle of Inquisition business, like it or not. Driven by her inability to save the young man’s life, she decides to hunt the killer on her own. Using forbidden magic to investigate the past, she learns that the murderer is in fact a disease that could kill the entire werewolf race. 




Forced to choose between saving lives and preserving her own, Nicole embraces the magic that sent her into exile. Without werewolves, the power of the Inquisition would dwindle, and she could live without being hunted. 




Nicole’s only hope for success lies in the hands of the werewolves she hates and the Inquisition she fears, but finding someone to trust is only the beginning of her problems. There are those who want to ensure that the werewolves go extinct and that the Inquisition falls. 




But, if she fails to find a cure, her family—including her twin sister—will perish…




Chapter One




I slammed my car’s door, spun on a heel, and swore I would have a perfectly normal visit to the mall. All I needed was one little book. Even I could walk into a bookstore, pick up a novel, and leave without causing any trouble.

This time I wouldn’t blow out the lights. There wouldn’t be a single power surge. I wouldn’t turn on every unplugged device in the electronics store on my way across the mall. In the ten minutes it would take me to get in and out, the only thing anyone would notice about me was the fact that I wore a high-collared sweater in late summer. I had a mission, and I would complete it without fail. The novel my agent insisted I read would be mine.

For a long moment, I considered turning around and getting back into my car. Dominic would forgive me if I didn’t start reading the book until tomorrow. I could call in a favor and ask someone to pick up a copy for me. Then I definitely wouldn’t run any risk of blowing anything up. If I had been smart, I would’ve just ordered the damned thing on the internet, but I had waited too long.

Fishing my cell out of my pocket, I unlocked the screen with a swipe of my finger. The charging icon mocked me. Despite running every battery-draining app I could find, the battery held a full charge. I opened another app, a devilish program capable of killing the battery in ten minutes. It wouldn’t, not with me around, but if I was too busy keeping my phone topped up, maybe my mall shopping trip would prove to be mundane.

I shook my head, laughing at my foolishness.

No one would notice my phone. No one would notice me for more than a second. They’d notice my clothes, and then they’d file me away as yet another weirdo wearing something strange to catch attention. L.A. was full of people like that.

I had no reason to worry. Even if I managed to embarrass myself yet again by losing control of my powers, no one would know I was the cause of unplugged electronics turning on or unusual power surges. 

Straightening my shoulders, I fixed my eyes on the line of glass doors and marched my way across the parking lot.

In and out. No blown lights. No power surges. No feeding power to unplugged electrical devices. No charging batteries for strangers. I was in control, and I would charge only my phone.

Making my way to the entry, I paused long enough to hold the door for a little old lady who insisted on making her way through the regular doors despite her walker. I couldn’t blame her. If I lived to be her age, I wouldn’t want to rely on automatic doors either.

She thanked me with a pat on the arm. Flashing her my best smile, I slipped inside.

Nothing happened.

Perfect.

I could handle ten minutes in the crowded corridors. Maybe if I told myself that enough times, I’d believe it.

I stuck to the center of the hallway, dodging kiosks as I worked my way to the bookstore. Despite being so near to closing time, the place was busy, leaving me to navigate a sea of bodies. I considered stopping at one of the jewelry kiosks. There was something appealing about the humble, cheaper baubles, but I didn’t quite dare.

In and out. No stops, not even to admire the gemstones twinkling under the display lamps. This time, I wasn’t going to break anything, not even a single light.

When I reached the bookstore, I paused at one of the display tables, staring down at the cover of some thriller novel. Picking it up, I pretended to read the back. I focused my attention on the hum of electricity around me. First, I heard—and felt—the lights overhead. Power radiated from them, their glow bleeding energy and heat. Then I felt my cell phone, siphoning energy from me like some inanimate, modern-day vampire. Its little battery hungered, desiring everything I could give it and more. It wanted to be charged.

One by one, I became aware of all of the little devices around me. Almost everyone in the store had a phone. Dormant devices, from reading lights to mobile chargers, littered the tables. One woman browsing books nearby had four battery-powered devices in her purse. One was a phone, and like mine, it hungered. Its need was strong; its battery waned to the point of failure.

If I wanted, I could charge it for her.

No one would notice if I did. Maybe the woman would wonder how her phone hadn’t died before she got home. It only had a few minutes left. It’d take me all of ten seconds to fix it for her. If I did, I wouldn’t be so aware of it. But to do so, I’d have to touch her—or her phone. Some things I could manipulate without having a direct conduit, but cell phone batteries were tricky, greedy things.

I cringed a little, setting the thriller book down. I picked up the next nearest title. I flipped it over, not reading the text on the back. Did I dare? Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the woman browsing through the books. All it would take was a few seconds. I could charge it without her noticing.

That was one thing I was actually good at.

I put the novel I held down and wandered to the same table, careful not to look at her. Book by book, I investigated the titles, circling to where she stood. With luck, she wouldn’t even notice me; if she did, I’d just have to pretend I was a people-person, acting the role and hiding the real me beneath the thin veneer of a lie.

“You’re Nicole Thomas, aren’t you? The actress. You’re her.” My quarry appraised me with a pleased expression.

People normally recognized the mainliners, people with beautiful faces and voices to match, people who didn’t avoid crowds.

In short, people other than me.
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