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Tangles




Between her father’s plans to subject her to a trip to Yellowknife and the matted ruins of her hair, Nicolina’s life has become a tangled mess. When help comes from an unexpected source, she’s forced to look at herself and her worst enemy in a different light.




Tangles takes place immediately after the events of The Games Wolves Play.
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There was no way in hell I was getting on a plane.

“Absolutely not,” I stated, toweling my hair while my father stalked me through the house. Resisting the urge to turn around and snarl at him, I headed downstairs. Despite having taken four showers in as many hours, I was convinced I still had twigs and other nasties lurking in my tangles.

If I had my way, I was never stepping foot in another forest ever again. I wasn’t going to fly anywhere, either. If my father thought he was going to get me on a flight to the middle of the Canadian wilderness, he was insane.

“It’ll be a privately owned plane flown by one of the best pilots I know,” my father replied.

At the bottom of the stairs, I turned around, secured my hold on the end of my towel, and whipped it at my father, cracking it against his shins. “There’s no fucking way, Father. I’ll stay home, thank you.”

“No, you’re not staying home.” With a flick of his wrist, my father yanked the towel out of my hands, making a grab for me. I made it to the kitchen before he caught me and pulled me against him. Too tired to fight him, I sighed and stood still while he took a turn drying my uncooperative hair.

“I think you got the junk out this time,” he said, pulling a comb out of his back pocket. “Sit or we’ll be at this until next year.”

I sank down onto one of the dining room chairs, slumping across the table. “I’m not getting on a plane. If you want to take Richard home, you can. I’m not doing it. I won’t. Everything keeps on crashing.”

Yet again my throat tightened with the need to burst into tears, and I swallowed to hold them at bay. I wanted to take out all of my frustration on someone, but I couldn’t bring myself to say a word. If I opened my mouth and started yelling, I’d cry.

I couldn’t get the tangles out of my hair, I was tired, and I ached. To make matters worse, I was hungry, but whenever I tried to eat, all I did was throw up.

“Traditionally, you get into the plane. Riding on it would be uncomfortable, plus you’d fall off. It’d be a short flight,” he countered. He seized a fistful of my hair and started on the ends, attacking the knots an entire bottle of conditioner hadn’t removed. “Maybe I should take you to a stylist.”

“They’ll cut it because that’s their solution to tangles,” I snarled. “I’m not cutting my hair. Forget it.”

“I’ll end up ripping out half of it anyway,” my father warned.

“Get away from my hair,” I snapped. My father ceased tugging, but he didn’t relinquish the comb.

The front door opened, and I twisted around to see my mother and Frank herding in a dull-eyed Richard. Frank had a duffle bag slung over his shoulder.

Yellowknife’s Alpha looked even worse than he had when we’d arrived home five hours ago. Instead of his healthy tan, he’d turned a sickly gray-green, and I wasn’t even sure he’d make it to the couch without falling over.

“The trio returns,” my father said, crossing his arms over his chest. “One of you is radiant, one of you looks grumpy, and one of you looks like a walking corpse. Was going out truly necessary? You’ve been gone for four hours.”

“Yes,” Richard growled. I thought he was going to collapse on the couch, but he made his way into the dining room instead, setting an unlabeled bottle on the table in front of me. “Unhand the comb, Desmond.”

My father’s mouth opened, but he didn’t say a word. Richard snatched the comb and snarled, “Move.”

Sitting up, I stared at Richard, who looked ready to bite someone. My mouth dropped open when my father obeyed.

“There are three rules about women you really need to learn, Desmond.” Richard took hold of my shoulders and turned me to face the table. I stiffened, sitting perfectly still.

Richard snapped his fingers at one of the stools near the counter. For a long moment, my mother, father, and Frank stared at it, stared at Richard, and then at me. Frank’s frown worried me almost as much as his reluctance to pull the stool over for Richard.

“Rule one,” Richard announced, perching on the stool behind me. With a touch far gentler than my father’s, he took hold of my hair. “When you fuck up, you say you’re sorry.”

“You must spend all of your time apologizing,” my father grumbled.

“Rule two,” Yellowknife’s Alpha continued, ignoring my father. He took the bottle and unscrewed the cap, tossing it aside. It bounced across the table before falling to the floor. I didn’t know what the hell I was smelling, but it was strong and minty. “When they tell you to do something, it’s usually for a reason. Therefore, at least take the time to listen before you do something stupid. Revisit rule one.”

“How in the world are you still single?” my mother demanded, hopping up onto the counter. “Where were you when I was dating?”

“Wendy!” my father protested.

Claiming one of the stools, Frank sat beside my mother. “What’s rule three?”

Richard dumped the bottle’s contents on top of my head. Cold, slimy fluid seeped through my hair to my scalp. I gasped, shuddering as it trickled down my neck.

“Don’t ever, ever think of cutting a girl’s hair because it’s tangled,” he declared. Tossing the comb onto the table, Richard dug his fingers into my hair. “I’m pretty sure I heard the word ‘stylist’ when we were coming up the walkway. You almost made a grave error, Desmond. I just saved your life.”

“You’re overstepping, Puppy,” my father growled.

“Wendy?” Richard whispered. He sounded tired and worn.

My mother smiled, slithered off the counter, and stepped to my father. “Charles.”

With widening eyes, my father turned to my mother. “What is it?”

“Sit down. You’re tired and cranky. You’re not taking Nicolina to a stylist because you can’t get the knots out.”

“That’s the only way we’re getting that fixed,” my father protested.

Richard kept massaging my scalp, and I slumped in my chair. It felt far better than it should have, especially considering the matted mess my head had become.

“I’m going to need the second bottle, Frank,” Richard said.

Reaching into the duffle bag, Frank pulled out another unmarked bottle. My mother took the bottle and unscrewed the cap. “What do you want me to do, Richard?”

“Dump it on.” In a softer voice, he said, “I apologize for ruining your hair, Nicolina.”

My mother obeyed.

More of it dribbled down my neck, and I shuddered. “That feels so gross.”

“Sorry.” Richard held my hair up and wiped the junk off my throat. I shivered at the way his fingers slid over my skin, gentle and feather soft.

“I will forgive you if you tell my father I am not getting on some dumb plane to go to Yellowknife,” I replied.

No matter how much I didn’t like him most of the time, none of what had happened had been Richard’s fault. If my father was correct, Richard didn’t remember what he had done. I shuddered at the memory of the enraged silver wolf tearing apart his parents’ bodies. After my father’s warnings, after I had already come to terms with the fact I was likely going to die, I didn’t understand why Richard hadn’t turned on me as well.

I was too tired to deal with what had happened, so I forced my attention back to what Richard was doing to my head. It felt good—better than when I went to the salon to have my hair trimmed.

“There’s no fucking way he’s getting me on a flight,” Richard snarled. “Forget it, Desmond. I’m not flying.”

Frank’s brows rose. “But you like flying, Richard.”

“I do when I’m the pilot.” Richard sighed. “Jack’s banned me from my Cessna because he’s taking Alex, Tully, and Sasha home.”

“Good. Your Cessna’s a piece of shit,” my father complained before sighing and kissing my cheek. “Fine, I’ll drive us. No planes. You’re both being whiny puppies about this. You’re turning an eight hour flight into a thirty hour nightmare.”

Leaning over, Richard picked up the comb. “I’ll have to pull a little. Got the third bottle handy, Frank?”

“Damn. I thought you were being excessive,” Richard’s Second replied. “Yeah, it’s here.”

“I got it,” my mother said, digging through the duffel. “What about the other bottles?”

“May as well pull them out.” Like my father had done, Richard took hold of my hair, started at the ends, and went to work. True to his warning, he did pull on my hair, but it didn’t hurt nearly as much as I was expecting.

Instead of pulling bottles out of the duffle, my mother dumped it onto the table. I gawked at the collection of shampoos, conditioners, creams, and lotions that tumbled out.

“What the hell! Did you buy out an entire salon?” I demanded.

“Not quite, but close,” Frank said. “The best part? No one salon carried everything Richard wanted. We spent hours hunting these stupid things down.”

Richard snorted. “Stop complaining, Frank. Wendy, dump it here and here, please.”

My mother obeyed, pouring more of the minty goop into my hair. “Do you think this will actually work?”

Richard snorted. “Of course it’ll work. If it doesn’t, we’re all going to need a priest to give us our last rites. She’ll kill us if Desmond pulls out the scissors.”

I wrinkled my nose. “What is that stuff anyway? It smells terrible.”

Richard paused in his combing. “You don’t want to know.”

“Should I be worried, Mom?” Afraid to move my head, I glanced at my mother out of the corner of my eye.

“No, you don’t need to worry. I wouldn’t let him ruin your hair. I have to admit I never would have thought of it myself.” My mother sat beside me, reaching over to give my knee a pat. “Don’t worry.”

“I don’t suppose you have styling clips, do you?” Richard asked.

“Styling clips?” my father asked.

“You know, those long clamps they use to hold hair out of the way in salons? Those things.”

My mother laughed. “Yes, we have some. Charles, do you mind going upstairs? Lisa knows where they are.”

Grumbling curses, my father stalked his way out of the kitchen.

“He’s just upset Richard’s outclassed him again,” my mother informed me. “Still, I’m impressed with you, Richard. Where did you learn how to untangle such a mess?”

“There are an unreasonable number of people who insist on having entire litters of children. They think it’s fun to bring them to my house after they’ve rolled around in the mud and made a mess of their hair. Rule three is invoked far too often. They seem to think I have the solution to every single one of their life problems,” Richard complained.

Frank laughed. “Don’t let Richard fool you, Nicolina. He loves it.”

When my father returned with a basket of combs, clips, and styling products, Lisa followed in his wake. My sister stared at the table, speechless for a long moment. “Wow. That’s crazy. Just cut it off, Nicolina. We could match.”

I reached for my twin, curling my fingers into claws. “You’re going to pay for that.”

“What? Shorter hair is nice. It’s convenient. It doesn’t tangle as much, and it’s super easy to wash.”

My eyes burned at the thought of cutting my hair, which I had been growing out for years. “Asshole.”

“If you make your sister cry, you’re going to regret it for months,” Desmond promised, his tone turning cold. “You’ve already gotten your way so you can stay with Sanders so you can care for Cindy. Don’t push your luck.”

My sister gulped. “Sorry.”

“Clip,” Richard ordered, holding out his hand. In her haste to grab a clip, my sister spilled the basket onto the table. “Oh, you have curlers.”

“Well, yeah. Nicolina uses them sometimes,” my sister explained. “Mom and I don’t like too much curl.”

“Gimme,” the Alpha demanded.

Uncertain of what Richard was doing or why, I braced myself for the worst, wondering how curlers could help untangle my matted hair.
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Sometime after the third rinsing of my hair in the kitchen sink, I fell prey to the soothing way Richard ran his fingers through my hair. I lost count of the number of times my head nodded as I fell asleep only to jerk awake muttering a curse.

“You’re going to fall out of your chair if you keep that up,” my sister warned me.

“With you, your mother, and your father hovering like gnats, I doubt she’s going to fall,” Richard said. “Got a hairdryer?”

“I’ll go get it and the extension cord,” my father said.

“Almost done, Nicolina.”

I grunted, considering whether or not I could just sleep at the table.

“Feel like finishing, Wendy?” Richard asked, rising from the stool with a groan.

“Of course. Dry it and take everything out when done?” My mother took Richard’s place.

“Exactly.”

Frank hovered near Richard as he stumbled towards the couch. He almost made it. Frank cursed and caught Richard as he fell, easing him down to the floor. “I’m impressed he made it that far.”

I sucked in a breath, my eyes widening. “Did he just faint?”

“That’s typically what it’s called when someone decides consciousness is optional,” Richard’s Second replied, grinning at me. With a grunt, he hauled Richard up onto the couch. “It’s about time. I don’t know how he lasted as long as he did.”

“Stupidity,” my father replied, thumping his way down the stairs. “Couldn’t finish what he started, could he?”

“You’re so mean, Dad,” my sister complained, throwing one of the curlers at him.

He dodged it. “I am. You get to go clean up the upstairs bathroom. It’s a mess.”

“Dad!”

My father pointed at the staircase. “Someone has to do it and all you’ve done is watch Richard work.”

Lisa sighed, wrinkled her nose, and headed upstairs. “You owe me for this, Nicolina.”

“Four words: you got a cat,” I retorted.

“Bah!”

My mother laughed, pointing at Richard. “He gets a pass for good behavior and performing miracles.” Taking the dryer from my father, she went to work on my hair. “He got every last tangle out without needing to use the scissors once. If that wasn’t magic, I don’t know what is.”

“When it comes to untangling hair, it’s true. Richard’s a miracle worker. If Nicolina doesn’t look like a goddess after all that work, I’ll be astonished. He doesn’t understand the meaning of moderation. He would have been done over an hour ago if he hadn’t noticed the curlers.” Frank laughed, sliding his way beneath Richard’s head. Once situated, he started massaging his Alpha’s throat. “His neck doesn’t feel nearly as bad as earlier.”

While my mother worked at drying my hair, my father leaned against the back of the couch, staring at Richard. “How about his pack bonds?”

“Still weak. He’s got little to no control over it, and he’s feeding us exhaustion with a healthy dose of self-loathing, anxiety, and depression on the side. I’m taking turns with Tully to buffer the rest of the pack. Fortunately, he’s too tired to project very much, so it’s not too bad.”

“Tully’s his Third?” my father asked.

“No way. Our Third is Simon. He’s strong, but he’s inexperienced. Tully’s just the next strongest wolf who isn’t dead tired and sleeping off Richard’s takeover.” Frank stretched out his legs and groaned. “Most of the pack is still holed up where they towed the Porsche. They’ll catch commercial flights from there instead of making the drive here.”

“Where is the Porsche?” I asked. When I hadn’t been sleeping in the car, I’d been too tired to care where we were.

“It’s about five hours from here. It’s headed to a junk yard since there’s absolutely nothing that can be salvaged from it, unfortunately,” my father replied.

“You’re damned lucky, Nicolina,” Frank said, shaking his head. “He always worried about what would happen if it flipped. I’m still amazed you walked away from the crash.”

“Richard didn’t,” I whispered.

“I figured as much. I can’t imagine him letting his parents anywhere near you if he were in any condition to do anything about it,” Richard’s Second replied, running his fingers through his Alpha’s hair, which was in dire need of a wash; it was as bad as mine had been. “He hated Alex’s visits with them. I’m pretty sure he felt guilted into it. Family is just too important to most Fenerec. I’m shocked his parents went to such lengths to get him. If it weren’t for the fact his phone triggered the emergency GPS beacon, I don’t know if we would have been able to track you two down.”

I flushed. “I got mad and threw the phone at his mother,” I admitted in a whisper. “She smashed it on the ground.”

Frank snorted. “From what I know of them, I’m surprised they didn’t kill you then and there.”

I kept blushing, and unwilling to tell them why they hadn’t killed me, I shrugged.

“They bruised your face,” my father snarled.

I reached up to my cheek. The dirt had hidden the bruise until I had showered, but it spread from near my temple, along my jaw, and across my cheek. “It was his father. Richard… Richard turned on them not long after I woke up on the floor.” I stared at the table as my mother started removing the curlers from my hair.

“I’m so sorry, Nicolina,” my mother whispered.

Shaking my head, I reached out and rolled one of the curlers between my hands. “I was about to go for my knife and stab one of them. That’s when Richard snapped.” I drew a deep breath. “I was a coward. I played dead. I was terrified. He was just so… so violent.”

Snorting, my mother rubbed my shoulders. “You did better than me, baby. All I’d do is scream. I have a very short list of people I never want to meet when they’re angry, and Richard’s near the top of it. Him angry and wild? I’d rather be in a different country. I don’t know if I’d manage a scream before fainting from fright.”

I swallowed. “Do I have to go to Yellowknife, Daddy? Why can’t I stay here with Lisa?”

My father snorted. “I’m not letting either one of you out of my sight. Forget it, Nicolina. You’re coming to Yellowknife, even if I have to tie you up and toss you in the trunk.”

“Dad!”

“I almost lost you. Bad things happen when I let either one of you out of my sight. You’re coming,” my father snapped. He drew a deep breath and let it out in a slow sigh. “I was certain we’d be planning funerals.”

Frank leaned back, reached up, and gave my father a slap on his shoulder. “We’re not, and that’s how it is. I’ll take dumb luck any day. I thought there might be a chance we’d recover Richard, but you, Nicolina? As soon as you texted about the severing, we couldn’t come up with a single way to get you out alive. Even after finding out where you were, there was just no way we could reach you in time.”

My mother hugged me from behind. “All that matters is that both of you are okay.”

“I just don’t get it,” my father complained, gesturing at Richard. “He was mad enough to turn on his flesh and blood, but he left you alone. I just don’t get it. When the Inquisition notified us his phone was smashed and they had the coordinates, we headed out. They didn’t find what was left of his Porsche until after we had already located the cabin.”

Clenching my teeth, I lifted my chin. I didn’t like what had happened, but I couldn’t avoid it, and I had too many questions. Why Richard hadn’t killed me topped the list, but they wouldn’t know the Alpha’s reasons. They could, however, fill me in on the other things I had missed. “How… how long was I with Richard?”

“A while,” my mother said, pulling a few more curlers from my hair. “The cabin was a mess, and the clever rat covered his trail when he left with you. We didn’t pick up his tracks for at least ten hours. He had dragged you pretty far away before denning. All in all, not quite two days after they severed him.”

I stared at Richard, who was so still it worried me. While I remembered him dragging me for a while, I had either fainted or blacked out at some point before waking up under the old tree. “That long?”

Frank grimaced. “Yeah. We were all surprised when you crawled up over his back like that. We could smell you, but we had figured he’d taken you to, well…”

We all stared at Richard. My father’s cheek twitched, and he sighed.

“You thought he was going to eat me,” I stated, shuddering at the thought.

My father laughed, but instead of his usual robust chuckle, it was a sad sound. Sighing again, he slumped over the couch, reaching down to flick Richard’s hair. “We talked about it for a while and figured he had dragged you off for that reason alone. That’s one thing we’ve learned over the years. Wilds don’t view humans as anything other than a prey species, no different from rabbits or mice.”

“I think we’ve talked about this enough. Nicolina, you’re all done. Go have a look in the mirror,” my mother said, dumping the rest of the curlers onto the table.

When both Frank and my father pulled out their phones, I glared at them. “I’m not here for your entertainment. Stop that.” They snapped shots, ignoring my protests. I stood, huffed, and headed into the bathroom, pausing at the doorway. “You’ve seen my hair before.”

My mother chuckled. “Not like this we haven’t.”

Puzzled, I closed the door and checked the full-length mirror. While they’d fall out within hours, large curls tumbled down my back. Unlike my attempts, which ended in disaster more often than not, I couldn’t tell that my hair didn’t curl in such a way on its own.

“Holy shit,” I whispered.

Even after taking several showers, my hair had looked dull and worn. Whatever Richard had done had restored its shine. When I touched it, it was silky and soft. I left the bathroom to stare at my mother with wide eyes. “What the hell did he do to my hair?”

“He’s a hair witch, I’m certain of it,” Frank said, chuckling. “He should stop his real work and open a salon. He’d make a fortune. He was serious about rule three, Nicolina.”

I grabbed one of the empty bottles, sniffing at it. “What is this stuff? It smells awful.”

“Works though, doesn’t it? Poor Richard, he was getting so frustrated,” my mother said, taking the bottle out of my hands. “He was using my phone, searching for stores that might carry it. We didn’t find any. Frank’s driving, just shaking his head and laughing. Richard finally called someone in Yellowknife about it. Then he made calls around here until he found someone who could either make it or sell him the supplies.”

“Make it?” I asked, wondering why Richard had gone to such lengths just to get tangles out of my hair. “He had to have it made?”

Tossing the empty bottles into the recycling bin, my mother swept into the living room to perch on the arm of the couch near Richard’s feet. “Don’t go shopping with Richard when he’s tired. I thought he was going to bite the poor salesman when he didn’t want to make the stuff.”

I lifted my hand to my hair, worry over what he had put in my hair warring with relief I hadn’t needed to chop it off. “I have no intentions of going shopping with Richard, tired or otherwise, thank you very much. What did he put in my hair?”

Frank snapped another picture of me with his phone. “The same stuff he uses on every girl who shows up at his door crying because their mom or dad wants to cut their hair instead of combing the tangles out. Usually they have two shame-faced parents in tow. The teens are the worst, because they end up running off without telling anyone. Hell, my own daughter has pulled that stunt. Kelly was so embarrassed her hair was a mess she couldn’t face her mother and me. Richard still laughs at me sometimes over it. Anyway, the lodge is almost two hours out of Yellowknife. Cops call us at the lodge first to see if a missing kid showed up.”

“You have to be yanking my chain,” I accused, putting my hands on my hips.

“I’m telling the truth, I swear. It’s ridiculous. I think we’ve seen it all, from stuck brushes to young girls who hated having their hair washed and brushed who learned the hard way what happens when their hair is neglected for too long. I’m convinced the local elementary schools have his number on the boards for frantic parents needing help. I’ve seen Richard get up in the middle of the night in January, grab a sled, and go out because some little girl called the lodge in tears. Even local salons will call him for help. He’s a hair witch.”

I had a hard time believing Richard, who had hit me with a glitter bomb, left a dead snake on my pillow, and put his stinky shoes and socks in my closet was capable of being that nice. “What did he put in my hair?” I growled.

“Homemade horse conditioner,” my mother answered, grinning at me. “According to Richard, if that stuff doesn’t work, nothing will. He also used some other products, but they were from the salon.”

“Horse conditioner,” I echoed, lifting one of my curls to stare at it. “Horse conditioner did this to my hair?” I was torn between outrage and amazement. “Horse conditioner. You’re serious.”

“It’s Richard’s recipe, too, that’s what’s really surprising. They use things on horses he would never put on a child’s head, so he and one of the local vets experimented. They spread their recipe around. It’s pretty popular because it’s safe for horses and for people. He had to call his vet friend for the recipe. That’s why we had trouble getting someone to make it in town. They didn’t believe it was safe for people,” my mother said, smiling at Richard. “He never ceases to amaze me.”

“Stop flirting with Richard,” my father grumbled.

“I’ll flirt with Richard if I want to,” my mother sniffled. “He deserves it.”

Laughing, Frank shook his head and patted my father’s arm. “It’s okay, Desmond. He’s out cold. I promise I won’t tell. I can’t say the same for your daughter, however.”

I clenched my teeth, watching Richard sleep. Even unconscious, he looked worn out, like he’d been stretched thin. Stress lines marked his brow. My mother was right, but how could I thank him?

Words didn’t seem like enough to thank him for my life. He disliked me as much as I disliked him, and he had spared me anyway. Confused and annoyed, I wrinkled my nose. “I won’t say anything, but so help me, if he hides behind me again because you’re sexually assaulting him, I’m taking all three of your pelts and making a quilt. Disgusting,” I snarled, stomping towards the stairs. “I’m going to bed.”

“Hey, baby?” my father called when I was halfway up.

I halted, twisting around to face him. “What? Stop calling me that. I’m not a baby.”

He took another picture of me. “Sleep well. We leave for Yellowknife in the morning.”

I screamed my frustration and stormed upstairs.


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.




Witch occurs the morning following Tangles.
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The coffee maker had a death wish.

It had more buttons than my deceased Porsche, and thanks to exhaustion, I couldn’t remember which one made the damned thing do what I wanted. I considered returning to the couch and flopping until Desmond or his mate came and rescued me from the evils of the uncooperative machine.

Giving up, I ran my hands through my hair, grimacing as my fingers snagged in a knot. While I needed a shower, washing my hair out in the kitchen sink would suffice until I was coherent enough to bathe without drowning.

Maybe the water would wake me up enough I could coerce the machine into giving me coffee.

I was on my third rinse when a small hand touched me between my shoulders before sliding up my neck. I couldn’t tell who it was; the shampoo ruined my sense of smell. Wendy laughed, and at the sound of her voice, I relaxed. She took the extended faucet out of my hand.

“I see your hair witchery does not extend to your own,” she said, running her fingers through my hair. “Too tired to go upstairs?”

I grunted an affirmative, closing my eyes as she massaged my scalp.

“I spy all the necessary things to make coffee, but the pot is empty,” Desmond observed. I heard him slide the basket out. “You even got the grinds in the filter. Damn, you must be tired, Richard. It’s not that complicated. The one to make it brew is even flashing.”

“Lies,” I mumbled.

Wendy grabbed one of the dish towels, draping it over my shoulders. “Go sit, Richard. I’ll get you a real towel and comb out your hair.”

I made it to the dining room table and sat without collapsing into an exhausted heap, which I considered a victory. “How long was I out?”

“Long enough. What’s the last thing you remember?” Desmond asked, leaning against the counter separating the kitchen and the dining room.

“I was combing the knots out of Nicolina’s hair.” Groaning at the thought of having passed out without undoing the damage I had done to my mate’s hair, I slumped over the table. “I fell asleep while combing out her hair, didn’t I?”

I had already given my mate too many bad memories and couldn’t even handle combing her hair without screwing it up. Once I was in Yellowknife, I’d find a hole to bury myself in and hide until I died of old age.

Wendy laughed as she swept back into the dining room with a towel. “I’m pleased to report you lasted through the entire detangling process.” Dropping the towel over my head, she dried my hair enough I wasn’t dripping all over everything. “You even managed to curl her hair before you gave up. However, you did fail to make it to the couch before you collapsed. Frank caught you so you wouldn’t break your neck again.”

“I don’t remember that at all,” I admitted. “I curled her hair?”

“Charles, phone,” Wendy demanded. Pulling a comb out of her pocket, she ran it through my hair. “Oh, this is going to be easier than I thought. I was worried you’d be like Nicolina, and knowing you, you’d probably just shave your head.”

Unable to deny the accusation, I grunted and kept still for her.

Desmond slid onto the chair beside me, setting his phone in front of me. The photo showed Nicolina halfway up the stairs, twisting around to face the camera. Her hair gleamed in the light. Large curls cascaded down her back and over her shoulders. Desmond had caught her at her most annoyed, her eyes bright and her scowl fixed firmly in place.

That she was wearing pajamas only made her more radiant, reflecting the straightforward honesty my wolf treasured.

“I don’t remember that at all.” I stared at the picture, appalled I couldn’t dredge up the memory.

“That’s because you were doing a good imitation of a corpse on the couch by then,” Desmond explained, swiping his fingers to a new photo. I was seated behind Nicolina on a stool, metal clips held between my teeth as I battled with her matted hair.

Dead men looked more lively than I did in the picture, and I wasn’t sure if my ashen color was from the lighting or not. “That’s a horrible photo,” I grumbled.

“You were right. I was going to take her to a stylist, they would have cut her hair, and she would have cried. Thank you, Richard,” he whispered, pocketing his phone.

I flinched. “I’ve given her enough reasons to cry. She didn’t need another. It was my fault, so it was my responsibility to fix it.”

Reaching over, Desmond flicked my ear. “Bullshit, Richard. You’re not to blame. Do you remember what happened?”

A shiver ran through me. Wendy tossed the comb onto the table, wrapped her arms around my shoulders, and pulled me against her. “Richard, I don’t know how you did it, but you saved our little girl. We can never repay you for that. She’ll have nightmares, she’ll have some bad memories, but because of you, she’s alive to have them. Start talking. You can begin with what those fuckers were doing and why.”

Closing my eyes, I tilted my head back and leaned against Wendy’s shoulder. “It’s a long story.”

“We have time,” Desmond assured me. Something buzzed in the kitchen. I cracked open an eye. He got up, returning with a steaming cup of coffee, which he slid to me. “Before you begin, I have one question, though.”

“What is it?” I asked warily, pulling away from Wendy to sip my coffee.

“How submissive were you as a puppy, Richard?”

With a low groan, I bowed my head. “Fuck.”

“Gently, Charles,” Wendy warned, rubbing my shoulders. “Sorry, Richard. We were both wondering about it. You were born submissive, weren’t you?”

“I don’t like talking about it.”

Desmond sighed. “So I’ve gathered. Alex hinted at some things, and we pieced together some of the situation from Frank and others in your pack, but it seems like you’ve been bottling up everything and pretending there’s no problem when there is. Richard, how submissive are you?”

While I couldn’t remember a lot, the memory of Wendy forcing me to submit and change was intact. The secret was already out. Unable to find a single reason to keep up the ruse, I sighed and said, “Fine. I was too submissive for their liking. They wanted a True-born to be their Second. They got me instead,” I snarled, flexing my hand. Forcing out each word felt like a wound bleeding out, leaving me drained and empty. Clenching my teeth, I shook my head. The motion hurt, and with a wince, I rubbed the back of my neck.

“What happened?” Wendy batted my hand away so she could massage my tense muscles. I relaxed into her touch. “I’ve known you for years, and you never once seemed submissive at all until this happened. I never would have guessed.”

“I’m not allowed to be submissive. I can’t afford to be.” Rubbing my forehead, I shook my head. “And there you have it. Living proof that a submissive can be dominant if pushed.”

“That’s why you’re so adamant about not testing your submissive wolves. You were forced, so you refuse to force those in your pack,” Desmond stated. “I was wondering after Frank told me how many submissive wolves are in your pack. The type of people who become submissive Fenerec typically aren’t the type of people who want to become a Fenerec in the first place. Alphas frighten them, and you just can’t force someone to accept their wolf without them wanting it—or they have dire need. But since you were born submissive, they aren’t afraid of you, are they? You scare the snot out of dominant wolves, but not submissive ones. Hell, you probably scare the snot out of dominant wolves because their wolves instinctively know you’re submissive. That explains a lot. So Fenerec-born children are interested in becoming like their parents, and their Fenerec parents are willing. It makes a lot of sense. Why would your parents try to force you into dominance? That’s what I don’t understand.”

Drawing a deep breath, I held it until my lungs burned before releasing it. “They wanted me dominant enough to help them form their ideal, perfect pack. They wanted me to subjugate wolves for them. They weren’t strong enough to do it themselves, I guess. They wanted a wolf who could, but one who would be loyal. Someone of their blood. Their tactic of severing strong wolves wasn’t working, so they needed a Second so they could form a pack. While Alex was more dominant than me, they were going to put him down and mate again to try for a proper True-born.” I drummed my fingers on the tabletop.

Desmond leaned back in his chair, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Fenerec parents dream of winning the lottery of life and having a True-born puppy if they manage to have any puppies at all. Hell, your pack is almost legendary with how many successful matings you have. That’s also because you’re submissive, isn’t it? It’s simply easier for you to keep the bitches from transforming. Unbelievable. Your parents got you, and they weren’t happy? Absurd.”

“Absurd? Try absolutely insane,” Wendy growled.

Desmond growled and yanked at his hair. “You’re right, Wendy. There’s no other explanation. They were completely insane. Absolutely fucking insane. They got a True-born submissive puppy and didn’t want him? That’s like finding the Holy Grail and deciding to smash it.”

Wallowing in self-pity wasn’t going to help me any, but before I could stop myself, I blurted, “Well, they thought I was defective.”

“Oh, Richard,” Wendy whispered, hugging me tighter. “If they weren’t already dead, I’d kill them myself. You’re not defective. You’re far from it. Any other wolf would have killed our daughter. I was convinced she was gone, and then you brought her back from the dead. We went in not even sure if we could keep you alive, only to get you both back.”

I stiffened at the emotion in her voice. “Wendy, I…”

She pressed her face to my neck, and I sucked in a breath. She was crying; I froze, unable to think of a single thing to say or do.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

Shaking my head, I couldn’t accept or imagine why she was thanking me. If it hadn’t been for me, my mate never would have been in danger in the first place. If I had stayed in my forest where I belonged, my parents never would have gotten so close to her.

If I had stayed in Yellowknife, we never would have met.

“Richard,” Desmond said, demanding my attention with a wave of his hand and the sharp edge in his tone. I met his gaze and tensed as his wolf stared at me through his eyes. Rising, he leaned across the table to press his forehead to mine. “You didn’t kill your brother. You didn’t kill our daughter.”

When I tried to lower my gaze, Desmond grabbed my chin and forced my head up. “I will beat the guilt out of you if I must, Richard. They deserved what you did to them. They deserved it for what they did to you as a puppy. They deserved it for trying to kill my daughter. They deserved it for hurting you and your wolves. Just accept I’m right, because I am.”

“He is right, you know,” Wendy said, rubbing her cheek against my neck. “Be a good puppy, drink your coffee, go have a proper shower, and get dressed. I’ll go pack your things, then we’re going to take you home, you’re going to relax, and you’re going to go back to being your stubborn self. That’s final.”
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The last thing I expected when I stepped out of Desmond’s house to take my bag to his SUV was a dark-haired man waiting on the doorstep with a Taser. He held it low, the prongs pointed in my direction as I stood in the doorway.

“Are you Mr. Murphy?”

I breathed in the human’s scent. Damp undertones warned me he was a witch, likely aligned with water or earth, and the acrid fumes of his agitation made my nose itch. Shifting my bag’s strap on my shoulder, I considered how I wanted to deal with him. Something about him was familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I had met him before.

“It’s polite to ring the bell if you’re looking for someone, sir,” I replied, stepping around him. “Desmond, company!”

The witch grabbed my arm, yanking hard enough he unbalanced me. “Are you Mr. Murphy?” he repeated, and he prodded the Taser into my ribs.

At the cocking of a gun behind me, I twisted in place, sucking in a breath.

My mate held a revolver with bone grips. She stepped forward, pressing the business end between the witch’s eyes. “We meet again, Mr. Taylor. I’m sorry, Mr. Murphy isn’t available at the moment,” she hissed. “I’m pretty sure Father already told you what would happen to your hand if you insisted on pointing Tasers at people. It’s seven in the morning. If you don’t let him go, seeing as I’m not strong enough to rip you limb from limb, I’m going to give you a bullet as a late Christmas present instead.”

The witch had courage, I had to give him that. He was also one of the stupidest humans I had ever had the misfortune of meeting. If my mate ever pointed a gun at me, I’d do whatever she wanted and hope she took pity on me.

Swallowing back a sigh, I set my bag down, grabbed hold of his wrist, and dug my fingers in. “She might not be strong enough to take your hand off, but I am. Let go.”

“What in the hell is going on here?” Frank came up behind Nicolina, taking hold of her wrist and pointing the pistol down at the ground. “I’m pretty sure you don’t have authorization to be here, Mr. Taylor.”

“Frank!” Nicolina protested. Finger by finger, Frank peeled the pistol out of my mate’s hand.

“It’s too early in the morning for a murder,” my Second said.

“You’re the Alpha of Yellowknife,” Mr. Taylor said, his attention turning to Frank.

Frank stared at the gun in his hand, took a long look at the witch, and put the weapon back in my mate’s hand. “I changed my mind. Maybe it isn’t too early in the morning for a murder. Mr. Taylor, what are you doing here?”

“I’m to take Mr. Murphy into custody,” the witch snapped, still refusing to let go of my arm. “Rogues are not permitted to run loose.”

My mate sighed, leaned into the house, and yelled, “Dad! There’s a psycho witch here. Can I shoot him?”

Unable to help myself, pleased and amused at my mate’s audacity, I said, “You’re supposed to ask your father if you can kill people before you start pointing your gun at them.”

“Shut up, I didn’t ask you,” my mate hissed.

Desmond ran into the living room, halting behind his daughter, and narrowed his eyes, his gaze fixed on where the witch gripped my arm. “Nicolina, the gun please.”

“It’s loaded for Fenerec,” she warned, holding it out grip first.

When my mate was angry and armed, I loved the way her eyes flashed and her mouth thinned. However, I didn’t like how her attention was fully focused on someone other than me. Mr. Taylor was in her sights, and I swallowed back a growl.

Desmond took over where my mate had left off, extending the weapon. His eyes turned yellow and annoyance added a sharp bite to his scent.

I almost felt sorry for the witch—almost. One Desmond was frightening enough. If Wendy joined in, I intended on backing away until the fireworks ended.

Desmond growled, “I’m going to give you ten seconds to release him, pull out your phone, and call the dimwit who authorized you to come onto my property without my permission. My first bullet is going to clip your cheek. If you’re lucky, I won’t take off part of your ear. The second one goes between your eyes. If you even think of using that Taser, I’ll just shoot you, take your phone, and start placing calls until I figure out who your boss is.”

“I will not permit you to interfere in Inquisition business. Rogues are our domain, Mr. Desmond.”

“You seem to be confused,” my mate murmured, shaking her head. “When my father says you’re to call someone when you’re trespassing on our property, you call them. Maybe you think you have authorization, but Daddy’s the one holding the gun.”

Without a sign of fear, Nicolina stepped forward, and while the witch gawked at her, she relieved him of his Taser and jabbed it into his side. “Go ahead. Make my morning.”

Mr. Taylor let me go. Too amused by my mate’s fury to want to interrupt her, I took a single step to the side so I was out of her way. The witch’s cell stuck out of his back pocket, and for no reason other than the fact I could, I reached over and plucked it out. “Possession is nine tenths of the law if I’m not mistaken. Is that correct, Miss Desmond?”

“It seems applicable in this situation,” she agreed.

“Give me that back!” the witch shrieked.

“Quiet,” I snarled, calling on my wolf. I didn’t even need to draw on Frank to silence the witch. “Let’s see who he has in his contacts, shall we?”

Whoever Mr. Taylor was, he wasn’t a small fry; I recognized several names and extensions on the witch’s contact list, including one of my favorites. “Oh, this is going to be fun,” I said, pressing the dial button and putting the phone to my ear. “He’s going to be so mad I called him at this hour.”

“Who are you calling?” the witch cried out.

“Nicolina, if he opens his mouth again, give him a jolt,” I suggested.

“Really?”

“Really.”

“How may I direct your call?” a voice answered, so digitally masked I couldn’t tell if it belonged to a man or a woman.

“This is Richard Murphy,” I growled. “Topside, please.”

“Please hold.”

“Topside?” my mate asked, frowning. “Is that a person?”

Her father chuckled. “Oh, you’re such a treat, Puppy. No, Nicolina. Topside isn’t a person. It’s a place, although the way he phrased his request ensured he’ll be patched through to a specific person. Someone’s really annoyed, and someone else is about to be really annoyed.”

“Connecting,” the operator stated.

Like the operator, the voice on the other end was digitized, although I could tell he was a male. Sighing, the Shadow Pope asked, “Richard, are you aware that it is seven in the morning where you’re at? I’m pretty sure I told you I didn’t want you to call me before at least ten your time. Whenever you call me this early, you tell me something I don’t like.”

“Were you aware I’ve been flagged as a rogue and an obnoxious witch with a Taser thought he could take me in on his own?” I replied. “I think his name’s Taylor, and I have this urge to rip his hand off. He’s been relieved of his phone and his Taser.”

“Where are you?” the Shadow Pope demanded.

“I’m standing about three feet from Charles Desmond, who is standing in the doorway of his house. He happens to look ready to shoot your witch, if that matters to you.”

“I didn’t authorize your being flagged as a rogue. What’s this about? I was notified that you had been snatched, but that you and a Normal—Desmond’s bloody daughter, for that matter—had been recovered successfully in an operation involving the entirety of your pack plus Desmond, his mate, and Seattle’s Alpha.” Paper crumpled, and I grinned at the thought of the young Shadow Pope throwing things in his office. “Also, it’s good to hear your voice, Richard. You had us worried.”

“You’d miss my magic with your money, admit it.”

“And your sharp wit and obnoxious ego. You said the witch’s name was Taylor?”

“Yes, sir,” I replied.

Nicolina’s eyes widened.

“Okay. Give me a minute here to find and flag his file. Ah, he was our representative for the operation to retrieve you. Interesting. When I give you the go ahead, take his phone and smash it. A team’ll be by to extract him. Has he hurt anyone?”

“No. I haven’t relieved him of his hand yet, either.”

“Yet?”

“I don’t like when people threaten me with a Taser,” I replied. “Apparently, someone over there seems to think my Second is in charge of Yellowknife. Fix your system, sir.”

“See, this is exactly why I don’t like when you call me so early in the morning, Richard. I’ll make sure it’s fixed—and have a long discussion with someone about why you were flagged without my authorization.”

I grinned. “Thank you, sir. I don’t suppose you’d let us use the Taser on him, would you?”

“I’ll pretend I know nothing of such an incident. The extraction team will be aware of the possibility of an anomaly. Can you please ask Mr. Desmond for authorization for the ops team to come onto his property?”

“Of course, sir.” Holding the phone away from my ear and covering the bottom with my hand, I turned to Desmond and said, “He wants permission to have a team come make a friendly visit.”

“Granted.”

I returned the cell to my ear and said, “Granted, sir.”

“Don’t kill my witch. I will deal with him personally. Please extend my apologies to Mr. Desmond,” the Shadow Pope ordered.

“Will do, sir. Anything else you need since we’re on the phone anyway?”

“No, we can catch up later. Have a good holiday, Richard. You may smash the phone now.”

“You, too,” I replied before hanging up. Smiling, I poked the witch’s cheek with his phone. “I’ve always wanted to do this.”

Winding up, I slammed the phone on the stone walkway as hard as I could. My mate squeaked and hopped back as the device shattered into a thousand pieces.

“How dare you!” the witch screamed.

“Taser,” I ordered, holding out my hand for the device. With wide eyes, my mate gave it to me. I adjusted the settings so it wouldn’t kill the witch before offering it back. I adjusted her grip on it, turned it on, and took a step back. “Have fun, Nicolina.”

“Are you serious?” she blurted.

“Merry Christmas.”

“I’ve wanted to do this since the first time I saw you, you asshole,” Nicolina snarled, jamming the Taser into the witch’s ribs. With a grim smile, she zapped him, dropping the Taser on the ground once she was finished with it. “Fucker.”

Leaving the witch to twitch and writhe on the front porch, my mate stepped over him and headed towards the car.

I shamelessly watched her go, admiring the sway of her hips and the way she whistled a happy little tune.

“Please tell me he actually gave you permission to do that,” Frank begged.

“Ignoring it, permission—close enough,” I replied, pausing long enough to pick up my bag before following after my mate. “There was some mention about a team ignoring any anomalies. If he’s stupid enough to get up, give him another hit, would you?”

“With pleasure.”

“Desmond, His Eminence offers his apologies. We’re not allowed to kill him.”

“Pity,” my mate’s father grumbled, heading into the house. “I’ll just put the gun away, then.”

“You can’t even walk out of the house without getting into trouble, can you?” my Second wailed. “That does it. When we get home, I’m locking you up in the lodge and keeping you there. I don’t know what you’re doing to attract such bad luck, but stop it!”


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.
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If my father thought he was going to get away with making me share a hotel room with Richard Murphy, he was mistaken.

“Why can’t Frank stay with Richard?” I demanded through clenched teeth.

“It’s easier to guard you if you’re together,” my father replied, pointing at the adjacent room. “I was nice and gave you the room with the jacuzzi. Have a soak and go to bed. You’ll feel better when you’ve had a chance to relax.”

“Dad, how do you expect me to bathe or relax with Richard in the room?”

With a long sigh, my father shook his head. “The same way I do when he’s visiting our house. You close the bathroom door and enjoy your bath. The room has two beds. You take one. He takes the other. You like telling me how much of an adult you are, so act like one. Normal adults can share a room without killing each other.”

“You’re going to regret this,” I promised.

“Give up, Nicolina. Your father’s not going to change his mind. Frank is in the room on the other side of you. If there’s any problem, just scream. One of us will hear you,” my mother replied, shooing me out of the room. “Be glad I didn’t approve of his first idea. He wanted all five of us to share a room. This way, at least, you have your own bed instead of sharing one with your worst enemy. But remember, if you scream, you and Richard will be sharing a room with us. Do so at your own peril. Unless you want to share a bed with him, of course. Personally, I wouldn’t mind having Richard as a son-in-law, but your father doesn’t feel like sharing you at this point in time.”

I shuddered. “That’s horrific.”

“If you keep complaining, I’ll change my mind and let him have his way. I’m sure Richard would appreciate someone to curl around and keep him warm through the night.”

When my mother issued threats, she meant them. The only thing worse than sharing a room with Richard was doing so with my father and mother hovering, breathing down my neck. I retreated from my parents' room, muttering curses as I slammed the door behind me.

In the room I was doomed to share with Yellowknife’s Alpha, I found him sprawled on the far bed, his arms dangling off the end. “You’d have better luck moving a mountain,” he informed me.

“You heard that?” I grumbled, closing the door behind me.

“No. Honestly, I’m impressed he hasn’t insisted we share a bed with him. All I heard was a rather frustrated wail a few minutes ago, which I assume came from you.” Richard rolled until he was on his side facing me and stifling a yawn. “If you want to get some revenge on your father in Yellowknife, all I ask is you limit the amount of damage you do to the lodge.”

Giving my bag a frustrated kick, I shoved it out of the way as I went to  poke my head into the bathroom. Three or four could fit in the jacuzzi with room to spare. I turned to face Richard. “Define the limits.”

Richard yawned again, his brown eyes half-lidded. “Don’t burn my lodge down or kill someone.”

Drawing a deep breath, I leaned against the wall and wondered what to do. Since we’d been rescued, I hadn’t had a chance to talk to Richard at all, let alone in private. The two times he’d been awake was when he had been combing out my hair and when we’d been packing the SUV for the trip to Yellowknife.

Both times, he had looked so tired and worn I hadn’t been able to bring myself to say anything to him at all.

Maybe I didn’t like him, maybe he made me angry, maybe just the thought of him chasing after my sister made me want to hit him, but without him, I would have lost one or both of my parents at the airport. I still didn’t understand why he had spared me when he had turned on his parents, killing them.

Flushing, I mumbled, “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Helping my parents at the airport. For not eating me.”

Richard rolled onto his back and sighed. “I’m so sorry.”

“For helping my parents?” I demanded, glaring at him.

“I meant for what happened after Christmas. That was all my fault. I… you didn’t deserve to get dragged into my family problems. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault they were batshit crazy!”

“They would have killed you,” he snarled, his eyes turning yellow. “They hit you. I could have killed you.”

“That’s stupid. You didn’t eat me. You didn’t hit me. Why are you apologizing for something you didn’t even do? However, I will pay you back for that rabbit, Richard. That was disgusting.”

Richard’s face flushed red. “If it wasn’t for me, you never would have gone through that!”

Crashing his Porsche had horrified me, but how limp and near-death he had been in his parents' SUV had been worse. No one deserved the abusive way they treated him, no matter how much he pissed me off for looking at my sister. My face burned at the memory of kissing Richard in order to convince his parents we were courting or already mated.

Worse, for a heart-pounding moment, I desired him, wanting him for myself.

Once again, the thought of my sister being the one with him made me all the angrier. “You were not the problem. They were.”

Richard groaned and draped his arm over his eyes. “If it hadn’t been for me, you never would have been in that situation in the first place. I’m sorry.”

“Fine, you’re sorry,” I snapped, the heat in my cheeks spreading down my neck. “If you’re sorry, you won’t go near my sister. Got it? She’s off limits. You can’t have her.”

Rolling over, Richard got to his feet and stalked towards me. I stiffened, my breath catching in my throat as he reached out, lifted my chin, and forced me to look him in the eyes. “Maybe your sister isn’t the one I want,” he growled.

Richard sucked in a breath and jumped back, the back of his legs bumping against the bed. His eyes widened as though I had slapped him when I hadn’t moved at all. Sinking down onto the mattress, he let out a low, pained groan. “Shit.”

If he didn’t want my sister, who did he want?

Realization crashed down on my head and left me breathless. The only other candidate was me.

I opened my mouth to deny the possibility, but I couldn’t force out a single word. It was impossible. I had crashed his prized Porsche. Because of me, he had gotten into several fights with my father, resulting in him almost dying.

He hated me as much as I hated him, and he had every reason to.

Clinging to the way he always annoyed me, especially when he paid attention to my sister, I recovered enough to snap, “Bullshit.” I took two steps forward, placed my hands on his shoulders, and gave him a shove. “My sister’s off limits.”

Without fighting me at all, Richard fell back on the bed. He closed his eyes and sighed, and as he had in the car, he went limp. My anger crumbled to anxiety. I circled the bed so I could reach out and touch his neck to check his pulse.

His heart was beating far too fast.

“Richard? Are you okay?”

“You think I want your sister?” he blurted.

I bristled, checking his heart rate again to be certain he wasn’t about to fall over dead. “She’s sophisticated, beautiful, and smart. She does everything right. Of course you want my sister.”

“Let me make one thing clear, Miss Desmond,” Richard murmured, his voice soft and deep. I recoiled, but before I could make my escape, he grabbed hold of my wrist. I sucked in a breath. Like his father, Richard was strong. While he refused to let me go, he didn’t squeeze in the same bruising, frightening way. “You have the wrong idea.”

“What do you mean by that?” I demanded, balling my free hand in a fist, considering how hard I could smack him without hurting his neck. If I aggravated the injury—or broke it again—my father would skin me for a wall hanging.

“Your sister is hunting me,” he replied, lifting my hand. As he had with my sister on introduction, Richard brushed his lips against the back of my hand. “Maybe I’m the one who isn’t interested.”

I shivered at the warmth of his breath on my skin. “Bullshit.”

Ever since my father had started bringing Fenerec home for introductions, all of them had been interested in my sister. If they failed to catch her attention, they made their advances on me as a second-best option. I couldn’t believe Richard was any different. Lisa had been beyond beautiful in her green dress, playing the role of the werewolf bride without flaw.

I couldn’t wear dresses like she could; when I tried, I felt awkward and uncomfortable. When someone took pictures of us, she smiled for the camera while I scowled. There was no contest.

“And why is that bullshit?”

I tried to pull my hand free, but he held me in a firm grip. Flipping my hand over, he massaged at my palm with his thumbs.

Clenching my teeth, I hissed, “I already told you why. I’m not stupid. You keep looking at her. All you’d have to do is ask her.”

Richard’s eyes brightened to a sun-bright gold. “I’m looking at you right now.”

“Yeah, well. I’m used to that—second best, last resort, the discards, and all that shit,” I snapped, pulling in my effort to free my hand from his hold. “You’re just like the rest.”

“Oh? You leave rattlesnakes and silver daggers for all the males who court your sister?” Richard didn’t let me go, instead pulling until I was forced to lean over the bed or fall over.

“No, the others just didn’t waste so much time heading up to her room.” I shook with anger and annoyance. Maybe if my sister hadn’t been so quick to let Fenerec nip her neck, I wouldn’t have gotten caught up with the four she had rejected last year. “And at that point, it’s too late because she’s enjoying herself far too much.”

“I’m afraid you’ll both be waiting a very long time if that’s what you’re hoping for.”

“I’m hoping you’ll get the fucking hint and not go anywhere near her,” I hissed.

How he did it remained a mystery, but in the time it took me to blink, he wrapped an arm around my waist, flipped me over him onto the bed, and rolled. I ended up flat on my back, Richard’s fingers pressed to my lips. “Then let me make a proposal, Miss Desmond.”

I should’ve screamed, but it stuck in my throat at the thought of my mother, father, and Frank bursting in when Richard wasn’t actually doing anything to me. I stared at him with wide eyes. “What?” I squeaked.

“You don’t want me near your sister, correct?”

I flexed my hands, trying to decide how to inflict the most harm to Richard without facing my father’s wrath for it. “Amazing. You have basic comprehension skills.”

“To begin, I’d like to mention I have not touched your sister.” When Richard narrowed his eyes and smiled, I shivered, wondering what he was up to. It had to be a trick of some sort, another game Fenerec loved playing. “I prefer a challenge.”

“A challenge,” I echoed.

Removing his fingers from my lips, Richard brushed away my hair from the side of my face where his father had struck me. “A challenge,” he confirmed. “Someone who isn’t afraid to try to do the impossible after someone’s told her it can’t be done. Someone audacious, spirited, and capable of standing as an equal, not as a conquest.” He paused, smirking at me. “Maybe someone a little more than my equal. Of course, beauty is a must, as is intellect and street smarts. It wouldn’t do to have to worry about my mate whenever she crossed the street. Someone who likes fast cars would be nice, but she’d have to be able to drive as well as I do.”

“You live in some dream world, don’t you?” I accused, flushing again over how I had crashed his Porsche—and Sanders’s van. “Where are you going to find a woman like that? No wonder you’re single. No one like that exists. Why are you chasing after my sister? She can’t even drive yet.”

“If you don’t want me going near your sister, I guess you’ll just have to keep me too busy to have time to court her, won’t you?” he murmured, flicking the tip of my nose with his finger.

I scowled, tilting away from him to dodge his second flick. “What do you mean by that?”

“You’re taking business-related courses at Stanford. I’m a businessman. You can help me catch up on my work. You can get some real-life experience, legitimate experience you can use on your resume or as part of your university credits if applicable.” I flushed as he ran the tips of his fingers along my cheek and down my jawline. “If I’m too busy making sure you aren’t trying to ruin me, how will I be able to pursue your sister?”

“You bastard,” I hissed, though I had to acknowledge his suggestion had merit.

My father spoke of Mr. Murphy with respect, which meant Richard had to be good at what he did, whatever that was. I hadn’t cared enough to find out.

Richard smirked. “Just be glad I’m not like other Fenerec, Miss Desmond. They’d desire a lot more from you than that. But you know all about that, don’t you?”

My face burned at the memory of pressing my lips to his in the cabin to convince his parents we were a couple. “Jerk,” I grumbled. “How long?”

Richard’s smirk widened into a grin. “Until you leave Yellowknife. That’s all. If your father makes me return to Seattle, your sister will be very, very safe from me. I keep my word.”

Suspicious, I sat up and glared at him. “Fine. If you swear you won’t touch my sister, I’ll help you with your stupid work.”

“Deal.” Smirking at me, he added, “Next time, you should remember to phrase your bargains very, very carefully. While I said I wouldn’t touch your sister, I never said I wouldn’t touch you. I think you like me.”

“Bullshit,” I hissed, flushing as I realized he was right; I hadn’t even considered him hunting me.

“Fortunately for your sister, but unfortunately for you, I don’t settle for the second-best of anything.” Lifting his arm, he slid his hand behind my neck, tangling his fingers into my hair. I tensed, holding my breath. His thumb stroked the side of my throat, and I shivered at his touch. I should’ve told him to stop, but compared to the other Fenerec who got close to me, he was gentle. “I’m going to look forward to every moment of this. But, it’s late. If I’m going to have you for the entirety of your stay in Canada, Miss Desmond, I want you at your absolute best.”

I didn’t like how Fenerec touched my neck with their hands or their teeth. Richard’s thumb found a particularly sensitive spot, and I sucked in a breath. Instead of the zapping jolt I expected, the one that made it impossible for me to resist werewolves, every muscle in my body relaxed all at once. Richard eased me down until my head rested on the pillow.

“Good night,” he murmured, untangling his hand from my hair as I fell prey to sleep.


In Hot Water




What should have been a relaxing side trip to the mountain springs lands Richard in hot water.
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I came within about five seconds of losing all self-control with Nicolina. While she slept, easy prey to my wolf and my touch, I paced the room, wondering how I was going to keep my hands to myself the entire way home.

The way she had melted under my hands made my desire to officially claim her as my mate even stronger.

If she truly hated me, she never would have responded to me. My wolf never would have been able to influence her. If my wolf—if I—didn’t already consider her our mate, I would have done a lot more to her than make her relax and fall asleep. I hadn’t even meant to, which made it even worse.

It was a trick mates could use on each other, something I shouldn’t have been able to do at all.

When her father and mother found out, they really were going to kill me, assuming Nicolina didn’t first. As always, she didn’t fear me, which pleased my wolf, even when she was furious at me for something I wasn’t even guilty of.

Why would Nicolina believe, even for a second, I desired her sister? I couldn’t imagine quiet, obedient, and unambitious Lisa Desmond satisfying me or my wolf.

Like a moth lured to flame, my mate kept drawing me closer until I couldn’t escape her even if I wanted to, which I didn’t. Groaning, I sank down on the empty bed, wondering what I would do.

Once I was home, there were lots of ways I could get some distance until my wolf and I settled and calmed. I could evict her and her parents to the lodge and make my escape to my house, which was hidden so deep in the woods even Desmond would have difficulty hunting me down without help—help he wouldn’t receive, not while he was in my territory. I could, alternatively, have Frank escort her to my house to stay with the other Normals until after the full moon before sending her to the lodge while I worked.

If I was the only one trapped in the mating bond, she wouldn’t even notice I was gone. If she had somehow accepted me, we were both in trouble, and a lot of it. If she had accepted me, her body would crave mine, especially with the winter rut about to begin. It was a problem mated pairs faced often.

Separation hurt. I’d never mated before, but when she was away from me, I longed for her.

It would be trouble I would embrace happily, although I had no idea how I would explain what had happened to anyone. Courtships weren’t supposed to work that way. The physical contact and the elevated emotions during sex sealed the mating bond.

No matter how much I wanted her, I hadn’t touched her; she had been the one to kiss me, taking both me and my wolf completely by surprise. She had been gentle and inquisitive, and I wanted to find out if I could lure her into a second time.

I needed to be patient, which ranked last in what I wanted at the moment. I had never desired a woman as much as I desired Desmond’s daughter. Sighing, I rose and resumed my pacing, wincing at the ache in my neck. Rubbing it didn’t help; I hadn’t changed since Wendy had forced me to become a human, and unlike most injuries, broken necks took a long time to heal.

I closed my eyes, drew a steadying breath, and concentrated on my pack. While faint, I was aware of them in my head. One by one, I checked on them, letting them soothe both me and my wolf. All of them were asleep, which made it easier for me to focus on them.

In slumber, with the bonds as weak as they were, they wouldn’t notice my transformation, so long as I kept quiet enough not to wake Frank in the adjacent room. Retreating to the bathroom while muttering curses, I embraced my wolf. It was a slow process, made worse by the stabbing agony lancing down my spine, but I got through it. I shuddered, and it took a long time for me to stand.

My wolf and I were too tired to change into our smallest form, but I had enough control to limit my size to around a hundred and fifty pounds, which I considered an accomplishment under the circumstances. Groaning at the ache in my neck and back, I limped to my mate’s bed, jumped on it, and settled at her feet, pointing my nose in the direction of the door so I could guard her through the night.
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“What exactly do you think you’re doing?” Frank demanded, waking me from a sound sleep.

Nicolina shrieked in surprise and dismay; her feet cracked into my shoulder before bouncing off my neck. It hurt enough I couldn’t even yip, and by the time I was able to shake off the aftershocks of the pain, Frank had me by the scruff.

“You stubborn…”

My mate growled something incoherent. I caught a glimpse of white before she drew a deep breath, howled her fury, and proceeded to beat Frank with her pillow. Her wordless cry summoned her father and mother, who crowded in the doorway to watch.

“What in the hell is going on here?” my mate’s father demanded.

Frank dodged Nicolina’s pummeling. She pursued him off the end of the bed by crawling over me, whacking him as she drove him towards the door. I crossed my paws and rested my muzzle on them, yawning while I wondered why my Second was so riled up.

“Sorry, Nicolina! I didn’t mean to wake you,” Frank blurted, retreating in Desmond’s direction.

“Knock first!” my mate snarled.

“I did. No one answered.” Backing into my mate’s father, Frank held up his hands in a placating gesture. It didn’t save him from my mate whacking him in the face with the pillow. “I was concerned, so I let myself in.”

“It might have had something to do with the fact we were sleeping,” my mate snarled, smacking Frank again. “It’s too early to be awake.”

“Baby, it’s about an hour and a half until check-out,” Desmond said, sidestepping Frank so he could grab the pillow and lift it until my mate was standing on her toes as she fought to keep a hold on it. “Go take a bath and get dressed. Why are you still in yesterday’s clothes? Didn’t you pack pajamas?”

My mate lost her hold on her pillow, wailing as her father held it out of her reach. She made several jumps for it before Desmond tired of her antics and captured her around the waist to pull her into a hug.

“No murdering Frank,” he murmured, kissing the top of my mate’s head. “Good morning, Richard. Kept my little girl’s feet warm, did you?”

I yawned, showing Desmond all of my teeth.

“He was restless and changed in the middle of the night,” my mate reported. “He hopped onto the bed, curled up at my feet, and went right to sleep, so I left him alone. He did keep me warm.”

I turned my ears back at having woken her.

“What time?” Desmond asked.

Slipping by her mate and daughter, Wendy came into the room, sat on the bed, and dug her fingers into my fur, working her way to my neck. I stretched out for her, yawning again.

My mate echoed my yawn, leaning against her father. “Three-something. He woke me up when he was muttering curses in the bathroom. About twenty minutes later, he came out as a wolf. I went back to sleep. Not my wolf, not my problem.”

I was her wolf and her problem, but she’d discover that soon enough.

“Longer than I like, faster than I thought it would take him,” Frank grumbled. “Okay, fine. I won’t skin him. Richard, don’t do that. If you want to change, tell me first. You about gave me a heart attack when I woke up and realized you were a wolf.”

Wendy leaned down and kissed me between my eyes. “Stop complaining, Frank. His neck’s doing better from the feel of it. The swelling is down, and he doesn’t feel nearly so fevered anymore.”

“Good,” my mate’s father said. “I’ll go tell Henry he’ll need to get fur out of the room.”

I bared my teeth in a wolfish grin, lolling my tongue.

“I’ll tell him,” Wendy said, flopping across the bed to reach for the phone. She punched in a few numbers, and while she waited, she burrowed her toes into my fur. “Henry, it’s Wendy. Richard decided he wanted to shed in one of your rooms. Sure, I don’t see a problem with that.” Laughing, she hung up the phone. “He’ll be coming by in a few minutes. He wants to see Richard before we leave.”

Desmond chuckled. “I’ll pack Richard’s things. Nicolina, if you want to grab a shower, go use our room.”

“No way. I’m using the jacuzzi,” my mate grumbled, slipping out of her father’s hold to grab her bag and drag it into the bathroom. “Richard, if they try to stop me, eat them.”

I perked my ears and lifted my head, and with a single wag of my tail, I displayed my teeth for Frank and Desmond.

“The daughter has spoken,” Wendy announced, scooting across the bed to sit beside me, running her fingers through my fur. “Are you hungry, Richard?”

I shook my head, rolling over so I could rest my head on Wendy’s lap. When my neck finished healing, I’d eat everything in sight, but until then, I was too tired to be hungry. I guessed I would be ravenous in two or three days, and by then, the full moon would be on the rise.

We would hunt long and well in my woods, and once again, I would lead my pack.

“Don’t worry about it, Wendy. He’s always like that when he’s not feeling well. He’ll mope around and view anything edible as his arch nemesis. By the time we’re back in Yellowknife, he’ll be ready to take on a buffet by himself,” Frank said, crossing the room once more to stand at the foot of the bed, scratching behind my ears. “We should probably raid a grocery store or a butcher for some fresh meat and make sure he eats it, but he won’t be a problem.”

My mate’s father stared at me, frowning. “Fasting will slow your healing,” he warned.

“It’s already slowed, Desmond. Do you want him throwing up in your Mercedes?” Frank shook his head. “If he’s not eating by the time we’re back in Yellowknife, Alex will take care of the problem. He’s getting things ready for our arrival. With the full moon soon, they’re preparing places for you at the lodge and a room for Nicolina at the house. She’ll stay at the house the entire stay. After the full moon, he’ll open a room for both of you so you can be near her. As a general rule, no Fenerec are permitted at the house until the day after the hunt.”

I turned my ears back. My house was supposed to be where I got space from my mate, not spend more time with her. If she was going to be at the house, I’d stay at the lodge and do as much work as possible from there.

“I always thought it was a little weird Richard spends half of his time at his lodge and maintains a house, too.” Wendy flicked my ear. “You’re strange, Richard.”

“He is. While everyone knows where the lodge is, Richard prefers taking Normals up to his house if it’s near the full moon. You’ll have to trust Alex with her, I’m afraid. Richard simply won’t allow Fenerec near the house around the full moon. He’ll be anxious enough keeping the unmated males away from Sasha.”

“Will anyone else be at the house?” Desmond demanded.

“Yeah, every single Normal kid related to the pack will be there. They love it. Richard usually sets up a lot of pranks for them. It’ll be a madhouse. A few of the pack’s aunts, uncles, and older brothers and sisters will be helping watch the puppies. Applicants for joining the pack will make their proposals there as well. She’ll be in good company,” Frank replied, chuckling. “You might have a day or two to set things up if you want to help, Richard.”

I twisted around and nipped Frank’s hand, mock growling.

A knock at the door ended the conversation. Desmond turned around and opened the door. The Canadian shook hands with my mate’s father, and poking his head into the room, his gaze settled on me. “You’re looking good for a wild wolf, eh?”

I bared my teeth, thumping the bed with my tail. While the dark-haired, blue-eyed Fenerec didn’t belong to my pack, he did belong to one of my businesses.

If Marco ever slipped with his pack and opened up to subjugation, Henry would be the first I lured away for Yellowknife. I calculated my current chances, wondering if I could get away with it.

Frank grabbed hold of my ear and gave it a twist. Yowling, I snapped at his hand.

“No stealing Henry, Richard. I know that look. Sorry, Henry.”

With a deep-throated chuckle, Henry shook his head. “Don’t be sorry. He’s been thinking about it for years. I’d be worried if he wasn’t giving me the dirty eye. Marco offers his hello and says he’d rather not have to come kick your furry ass today, Richard. He says if you want, the trails to the private hot springs are open. You’re welcome to go have a long soak on your way home. He says it’s thanks for not stealing me into your pack this visit.”

Lolling my tongue, I bobbed my head.

Alberta had pockets of hot springs, though many of them were in government-operated parks. Banff’s pack had several springs on private property, but the best were near one of the upper trails. It’d add a couple of hours to our day, but it was worth the trip.

I hoped my mate would appreciate the view of the mountains as much as I would appreciate the view of her.

“I’ll need directions,” Desmond said. “We’ll make a pit stop for swim suits and towels on the way. It’s a pleasure to meet you face to face, Henry. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“You’re not nearly as terrifying as I thought you’d be, Mr. Desmond,” Henry replied, winking at me. “Richard, Marco told me he has a cabin you’re free to use at Slave Lake for tonight so you can make the final leg up to Yellowknife tomorrow.”

With a low groan, Frank sprawled over me, resting his head on top of mine. “You’re a miracle worker, Henry.”

Henry grinned. “Thank Marco. He was the one who made the arrangements when he heard Richard was headed home. The cabin will be well stocked, and if any of you need to stretch your legs for a hunt, it’s secluded. It looks like you could use a good hunt, Richard. You’re scrawny.”

“I’ll be really surprised if he’s up for a hunt,” said my mate’s father, shaking his head. “He’s still recovering from a broken neck.”

“I heard that, but thought it was a rumor. How bad?” Henry asked, frowning at me.

My mate’s father and mother exchanged long looks. When no one spoke, Wendy sighed and replied, “Bad enough. Our daughter says that’s how they were controlling him right up until he turned on them.”

Henry clacked his teeth. “No more than what they deserved. And your girl?”

Desmond pointed at the bathroom. “We’ve been informed if we interrupt her enjoyment of the jacuzzi, Richard will eat us.”

“Damn straight he will,” my mate called out, her voice muffled by the door.

“Just drop the room keys off at the front when you leave. The rooms are on Richard’s tab,” Henry said, heading for the door. “Make sure you detour to those springs, it’ll be good for Richard’s neck at the very least. I’ll leave the directions at the desk for you. Richard, when you’re settled at home, Marco wants to talk business.”

I warbled a complaint.

“Don’t you howl at me, Richard. You’re the one who skipped out on work for the past two weeks. There’s only so much we can do without you,” Henry replied, and with a final wave, he disappeared down the hall.

While I was tempted to howl, I rolled onto my back and lifted my paws in Wendy’s direction in a bid for attention. She smiled and complied, digging her fingers into my fur. With a contented sigh, I settled in to wait for my mate so we could get back on the road.
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Two of Marco’s Fenerec were waiting for us at the base of the mountain. As soon as Desmond opened the back door of his Mercedes, I barreled out, bounding across the parking lot to the street to dive into the snow.

Powder flew up in my wake. I burrowed, turning to watch the others, my ears turned back. I wanted to roll and bask in the glow of having escaped the back of the SUV. Instead, I’d hunt Desmond, his mate, his daughter, and Frank, ensuring they enjoyed the crisp snow as much as I did.

My mate laughed. “What’s gotten into Richard?”

“Ignore him. He’s an idiot,” Frank replied.

Both of Marco’s wolves approached, their gazes fixed on the snow-packed ground. “We have snowmobiles ready take you to the top. Would you like a guide?”

“Don’t worry about it,” Frank replied, shaking his head. “I know the way up, as does Richard—if he decides to grace us with his presence. He might meet us at the top and blow off steam on the way.”

Relief altered the scent of Marco’s wolves. Handing Frank several sets of keys, they retreated to the station nestled between the road and a stone outcropping.

“Is that wise?” Desmond demanded, turning to face me. I kept still, letting the silver of my fur help me blend in with the gleaming snow. “Damn, where did he go? He’s hard to spot.”

“If you don’t end up eating snow at least once, I’ll be very, very surprised,” my Second replied, tossing Desmond and Wendy a set of keys. “Nicolina, who do you want to ride with?”

“I’ll go with you,” my mate said. “Can I drive?”

“No,” everyone chorused.

When they headed to the snowmobiles, I stalked after them. While they got the engines going, I crossed the distance and hopped up behind Desmond, curling up on the rack. My mate’s father twisted around. “Lazy,” he scolded, reaching back to rub my ears with his gloved hand. “Looks like I’m taking Richard.”

“Don’t count on having him for long. He’ll probably abandon you as soon as we get through the first stretch of the ride. He’d have to tail us to get over the ridge,” Frank replied, revving the engine of his snowmobile. “It’s about a twenty minute trip to the top. There’s a cabin next to the springs, and unless Marco’s changed things, there will be towels, robes, and an indoor spring in case it’s too cold out for comfort. There’s also a washer and dryer so we don’t have to carry wet suits back with us.”

“Nice,” my mate said, holding onto Frank’s waist. I turned my ears back, wondering if I changed back to human if Nicolina would ride with me on the way down. Maybe if the sky was falling and I was her absolute last option, she’d consider it. I sighed and pressed my back against the rack, ready to jump off the sled if Desmond proved as accident prone as my mate.

He didn’t. As soon as he cleared the trail up the ridge, I waited for him to slow before leaping off, thumping into the snow. If I went up and through the trees, I’d reach the lodge long before they did, climbing over outcroppings their vehicles couldn’t traverse.

It would be perfect for me to plan an ambush.

“Damned mutt, don’t run off on your own!” Desmond called out after me.

Among the trees, the snow deepened where the mountain winds blew it into drifts. Plowing through, I loped upward, drawing in the frigid air and savoring the way it bit my nose and throat. The bite of sulfur in the air warned me of the presence of the springs long before I caught sight of steam wafting through the trees. I approached the lower spring.

Ice accumulated on the edge of the pool, which was almost as large as Desmond’s prized koi pond. Digging my claws into the slick shore for purchase, I reached out with a paw to test the temperature. While warm, it wasn’t so hot it would burn. Satisfied, I turned to head higher up the slope to the other springs.

The ice creaked beneath my weight.  As I scrambled for the deeper snow, the ice shelf broke and dumped me into the water. My startled yip ended in a gurgle when I submerged.

The water tasted even worse than it smelled.

Turning my ears back, I swam towards shore, warbling complaints as the water weighed down my thick winter fur, turning the otherwise simple task into a troublesome, exhausting endeavor. Time had worn away the stone, leaving few spots shallow enough for me to stand. Two laps around the pool and countless attempts to claw my way to freedom left me no better off than when I had plunged into the spring.

Clambering onto one of the submerged shelves, I rested my chin on the spring-warmed shore and sighed. At least Henry had been right on one count; the water felt good on my neck.

All I needed to do was figure out how to escape the pool before anyone found me and took humiliating pictures of me stuck in the water.
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The minutes stretched into an hour. I came to the conclusion I could either howl for Frank and the others or drown. With the water soaking my fur, I had no hope of clawing my way up the icy banks to freedom. There were no ledges shallow enough for me to lie down and rest, not without sinking below the surface.

I whined, pawing at the stone, bracing for the inevitable humiliation of begging for help out of the spring.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” Desmond demanded from behind me. Yipping, I whirled to face him, slipped off my shelf, and plunged into the steaming water. Disoriented and exhausted, I sank deeper than I liked before recovering enough to struggle to the surface.

Desmond reached me before I had a chance to swim for shore. Grabbing hold of my scruff, he hauled me to the shelf, forcing his elbow under my muzzle to keep my nose above the water. “The things I do for you, Pup,” he growled. “Are you trying to drown?”

Too tired to even whine, I relied on Desmond to keep me afloat while I caught my breath. He sat on the shelf, pulling me onto his lap. “The good news? I left my cell with the snowmobile. The bad news? I left my cell with the snowmobile. Once you can breathe without sounding like a whistle, howl for Frank.”

If I wailed for help, Frank would never let me live down the fact I needed to be rescued from a hot spring. Gathering what little strength I had left, I clawed at the icy shore, digging my hind paws into Desmond in my effort to climb out of the pool.

“You just have to make this difficult, don’t you? You’re going to freeze solid if you get out and roll in the snow, idiot,” Desmond scolded.

Once I managed to scramble up onto his shoulders, I used him as a launching pad, flopping onto the ice. Spitting curses at me, Desmond shoved his shoulders under my rump and shoved upward, sending me sprawling muzzle first into the snow. Yipping in triumph, I scrambled away from the pool.

True to his threat, the snow clung to my soaked fur and froze.

Desmond had an easier time getting out than I did, and he shuddered from the cold by the time he made it up the bank. “I’m skinning you for this, Richard.”

I staggered to Desmond’s snowmobile, wondering how I had missed the approach of something so noisy. He had left a snowsuit on the seat, which I avoided as I climbed onto the sled and sprawled in an exhausted heap on the rack. With chattering teeth, Desmond changed out of his soaked clothes into the snowsuit before turning the snowmobile on.

It took less than five minutes to reach the lodge. By the time we arrived, the cold had worked into my fur and froze me bone deep. Desmond sighed, shook his head, and picked me up. Grunting and staggering under my weight, he carried me inside.

My mate met us at the door, her eyes wide. “What happened?”

“He fell into the lower spring. Call Frank and your mother in, would you? Also, tell your mother I had to dive in after him so he wouldn’t drown.”

“He fell in?” she blurted in disbelief. “He almost drowned?”

“Don’t worry, I took a couple of photos for your enjoyment. Once I get him warmed up and dried off, you can mock him to your heart’s content,” he assured her. “While we wanted you to soak, Richard, it’s much easier to get out of the indoor spring or the upper pool. Idiot.”

My mate snickered, took her father’s phone, and made a call. “Frank? Dad just brought Richard in. He fell into the lower pool and tried to drown himself. Also—”

My Second screamed his frustration and hung up.

“He hung up on me!” my mate complained, dialing another number. “Mom, Father had to go for a swim to get Richard out of a spring…”

I didn’t catch the rest of the conversation, as Desmond’s solution to thawing my fur was to dump me into the indoor pool. Groaning as the warmth soaked in, I sprawled on the shallow ledge, a section of the spring meant for puppies to enjoy the water without the risk of drowning. Desmond peeled out of his snowsuit and tossed it onto the tiled floor before swimming to join me, digging his fingers into my fur and rubbing to restore circulation. “Can’t take you anywhere without you causing trouble, can I?”

When Wendy and Frank arrived, they glared at me. My mate’s mother sighed, dumping an armload of towels on one of the benches lining the walls.

“What happened?” Frank kicked off his boots and sat beside me, dunking his feet in the water.

“Looked like he was taking a look at the spring when the ice shelf broke beneath him and dumped him in. The banks were covered in claw marks where he tried to climb out,” Desmond reported, giving my ears a brisk rub. “When I found him, he was pawing at the ice and whining, probably trying to decide whether to just drown or start howling his head off. I startled him and he went under. I had to dive in to save his fuzzy ass.”

Warbling protests at Desmond’s descriptions, I crawled out of the water and sprawled across Frank’s lap, stretching out so my head rested on the tiles. I basked in the comfort of being close to my Second, closing my eyes to savor his annoyance and the fainter warmth of his affection.

Frank sighed. “Great. Now I’m going to need a change of clothes. Richard, couldn’t you at least shake off first?”

Frank’s cell was in his back pocket; I stole with a careful application of teeth, offering it to Wendy, who took it with a grin. Once satisfied I wasn’t going to ruin anything important, I warbled, got up, and pounced on my Second from behind, shoving him into the pool. I went in with him, sending a wave of water cascading in Desmond’s direction.

“Damn it, Richard!” my Second yowled.

Scrambling out of the pool, I flicked my tail at the two men in the water, grabbed a towel in my jaws, and sat in front of Wendy.

Laughing, she took it and draped it across my back. “Shake,” she ordered. “You’re really something, Richard.”

I enjoyed Wendy’s attention almost as much as my wolf did. When she finished getting most of the water out of my coat, I trotted off in search of my mate. I found her sitting in the next room playing with her phone.

Under the pretense of summoning her, I lured her to the spring. My mate’s mother met my gaze, subtly gesturing to her daughter’s cell. With a wolfish grin, I waited for my accomplice to snatch the device and toss it onto the nearby towels.

I could have just shoved my mate in, but the lure of nailing them both was too great to ignore. My mate shrieked as she tumbled in.

“Traitor!” Wendy cried out, snatching handfuls of my fur to drag me in with her. I went willingly, mock growling as I swam for Desmond and Frank to romp with them in the water.

“Richard, I’m going to kill you for this,” my mate hissed. Delighting in having captured her attention, I let her chase me around the pool. When she caught me, she wrapped her arms around my chest and back, using her weight to dunk me in the warm waters.

When she was satisfied, my mate laughed, rubbed my ears, and climbed out of the spring. “Silly wolf.”

I breathed in her scent. The usual bitterness of annoyance was gone, replaced by the sweeter tones of her pleasure. I perked my ears and followed her, delighting in the fact that I, unexpectedly, had made my mate happy.


Breaking Point




Everyone has a breaking point, and Nicolina Desmond is no different. When her father crosses the line one too any times, an impulse decision results in her teaming up with Richard Murphy for some good old-fashioned payback. The only problem? Their opponents are three of North America’s most dangerous wolves and the entirety of Richard’s pack.
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Something woke me in the middle of the night, and too anxious to fall back asleep, I got up, wandering in the direction of the kitchen.

Richard stood in the bathroom doorway, his white dress shirt splotched with red. Pain glazed his eyes. I winced at the blood splattered on the tiles. He didn’t make a sound, which worried me almost as much as the fact he had bled all over the place changing from wolf to man.

Fenerec weren’t supposed to bleed when they transformed.

“Richard?” I whispered. When he didn’t reply or acknowledge my presence, I spun around and headed to the room my parents were sharing, tapping on the door before letting myself in.

It took me several moments to find the light switch. My father groaned and burrowed under the blankets while my mother blinked at me, yawning.

“Nicolina?”

I pointed in Richard’s direction. “Richard bled all over the bathroom floor,” I announced.

Normally, my father spewed curses, but my mother snarled a chain of them, threw off the blankets, and jumped out of bed. “Charles, up!”

My father groaned, remaining hidden under the blankets.

Fenerec were strong, and my mother was no exception. She grabbed hold of the mattress and dumped my father onto the floor. He landed with a thump and a startled yelp. “Charles.”

“I’m up,” my father muttered, kneeling beside the bed. “What’s going on?”

I sighed, stepped out of the doorway so I wouldn’t get flattened when my parents finished gathering their wits, and once again pointed in Richard’s direction. “Richard bled all over the bathroom floor.”

My mother beat my father out the door, though he followed right on her heels. Even when my mother touched Richard’s throat, he didn’t respond.

 “Go wake Frank,” she ordered, moving aside to make room for my father.

I didn’t bother with knocking on the Fenerec’s door. Since I couldn’t lift the mattress like my mother could, I grabbed the edge of the comforter, drew a deep breath, and yanked it off Frank. He woke with a startled cry, his eyes blazing wolf-yellow.

Backing out of the room, I retreated to my mother, wincing at Frank’s incoherent growls. I hid behind my mother as Richard’s Second stalked after me.

“You could have just knocked,” my mother informed me, shaking her head.

Squeaking as Frank drew closer, I replied, “Faster. Sorry.”

“Frank, check Richard,” my mother snapped, fixing her gaze on the ground.

“Looks like it was a bad change,” my father added. “Nicolina, there should be rags and cleaning supplies in the closet.”

“I’ll get it; she’s dealt with enough blood for this year,” my mother said, pushing me in the direction of the kitchen. “I’ll clean the mess. You get out the orange juice. Check the freezer and see what they stocked in meat. Find something that can be made into soup. It might be the only way we get something into him at this point.”

I hesitated, glancing at Richard and my father. While Yellowknife’s Alpha was still on his feet, he leaned heavily against my father while Frank checked his pulse. “What’s wrong with him?”

“The orange juice, Nicolina,” my mother growled.

My father sighed. “There’s no need to snap at her or panic, Wendy. It’s probably blood loss. He’s stubborn, and it’s considered embarrassing to need help through transformations. He’ll be fine, once we get some food in him and make sure he doesn’t try to change again.”

I nodded and headed for the kitchen, yanking open the refrigerator. Grabbing the jug of juice, I thunked it on the counter before sliding open the freezer. Packages wrapped in brown paper waited for me. Instead of normal meats, rabbit, deer, moose, and an assortment of other game filled the drawer. Of them, the only one I knew how to cook was the rabbit. In true Fenerec fashion, they had stocked the freezer with whole or chunks of carcasses instead of smaller cuts.

At least the rabbit had been cleaned and skinned before it had been frozen.

Frank ended up helping Richard to the couch while my father grabbed the orange juice, pausing to kiss my forehead. “Good job, girl. Mind making some coffee? We’re going to need it, I think.”

“Sure, no problem,” I replied, hesitating while I wondered why I even cared. Richard was an adult; he was supposed to be able to take care of himself. I had to jump to reach the coffee grinds in the cupboard. “I don’t understand. I thought changing was supposed to help his neck heal.”

“It should. Of course, that assumes he’s eating properly, which he isn’t.” Pouring a glass of juice, my father took it into the other room. “It’s one thing after another with him, Frank. Is he like this all the time?”

Frank snorted. “Do you think we’d let him leave Yellowknife at all if this was normal? You cursed him, Desmond. No, this isn’t normal, not even for him.”

“I’ll be fine,” Richard mumbled.

“Nicolina is going to make you something to eat, and so help me, Richard, you’re going to eat it,” Frank growled. “You’ll also drink this juice, and you will do so without complaint. You don’t mind cooking, do you, Nicolina?”

“If I minded, I wouldn’t be doing it,” I grumbled, digging through the fridge for vegetables. “He’ll owe me for this, I assure you. I’ve always wanted a slave of my own.”

“If you get him to eat, you’re welcome to him,” Richard’s Second replied. “Maybe you should have let him drown at the springs, Desmond.”

Chuckling, my father returned to the kitchen, digging out mugs for coffee. “You’re just cranky he changed without you noticing again, Frank.”

“I didn’t think it would be that bad.” Richard groaned, stretching his legs out as he sprawled on the couch. “Sorry, Frank.”

“You should have asked for help.”

My mother poked her head out of the bathroom. “The only reason I’m not skinning you for this, Richard, is that you had the sense to bleed all over the tile instead of the hardwood.”

Shaking my head at the nonchalant way my father and Frank were handling Richard’s bleeding all over the place, I dug out a pot to cook the vegetables while thawing the rabbit in the microwave. 

“Dinner for breakfast. I could get used to this idea. Maybe I should start letting you pay off your rent with your cooking,” my father said, stealing a piece of carrot.

“Unless you’re donating your kidney for pie, get the hell out of my kitchen,” I snarled, feinting at him with the chef’s knife. “You owe me for making me share a room with Richard at the hotel.”

“That is up for negotiation,” he retorted, although he did retreat out of my reach. “If you aren’t nice to me, you won’t get any compensation at all.”

“Why are you being so ruthless?” I snapped. “You will compensate me fairly.”

My mother laughed from the bathroom. “I’m pretty sure she gets it from you, Charles.”

“That’s right, blame me again. I see how this is. You women are ganging up on me.”

“You don’t have to,” Richard protested through several yawns. “I’m not hungry.”

I set the knife down so I wouldn’t throw it at him. “Shut up, Richard. You’re hungry and you’re going to eat. It’s not even five in the morning, I’m awake, and if you even think about putting up a fight, you will live to regret it.”

Richard growled. “Is that so?”

“I’m sure my father and Frank would be happy to hold you down while I forced it down your throat. Mom can take pictures.”

“She definitely gets it from you,” my mother said, emerging from the bathroom. “I would never come up with such a plan.”

“I’m not hungry,” Richard repeated.

In my sweetest voice, I asked, “Daddy, may I borrow your phone for a minute?” I held out my hand. After staring at me for a long moment, he complied. I scrolled through his contacts. “Let’s see. This contact lists one Alex Murphy. Oh, this one says Topside. I know what that number does. If I call them, how annoyed do you think they’ll be that I woke them up?”

Richard stared at me with wide eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I would,” I assured him. “You will agree to quietly eat what I feed you, or I’ll begin with calling your brother. The keyword here is begin. I absolutely refuse to be anywhere near a cranky, hungry Fenerec. If you put up a fight, I’ll have you tied to the roof of the car. Maybe if my father’s being nice, he’ll let me shoot you first.”

“No murders,” my mother chided.

Selecting Alex’s contact, I hovered my finger over the button to connect the call. “What’ll it be, punk?”

“Fine,” he grumbled, growling something under his breath.

“Good. I’m so glad we could see eye to eye on this matter.” I set my father’s cell down on the counter, turning my attention back to figuring out just how to turn a half-frozen rabbit carcass into something tolerably edible.
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There was a fine line between edible and ruined, and I toed it. For a fleeting moment, I considered dumping the whole thing out instead of inflicting it on anyone, Richard included. I sighed, shaking my head.

The next time anyone asked me to cook at five in the morning, the answer was going to be no. Not only would it be no, I would enforce it with a kick to the shins. If it weren’t for the fact I was already stuck in the middle of nowhere Canada, I would’ve given up and gone home. I wondered if I could catch a bus headed to the United States.

Maybe my father and mother would be so focused on Richard and his continued efforts to kill himself they wouldn’t notice I was gone. If I made a run for it, I would have to make sure I got away without anyone catching me.

“It’s done,” I grumbled, glaring at the steaming pot.

I could’ve done a lot better, which pissed me off almost as much as having to cook for Richard Murphy before the sun was up.

Picking me up by the waist, my father spun me around and deposited me outside of the kitchen. “You’re adorable when you’re cranky.”

“You want to die, don’t you?” I snarled.

“She definitely gets that from you,” my mother declared before patting the couch cushion beside her. “Come sit, Nicolina.”

The problem with where she wanted me to sit was the fact it was beside the source of my annoyance. Richard was too focused on his laptop to notice me glaring at him.

Frank chuckled. “That’s like pouring water on flaming oil, Wendy.”

“I’m going back to bed,” I declared. I made it two steps before my father snagged my shirt by the collar and pulled me back. “Dad!”

“You’ll eat breakfast and get your things ready to put in the car so we can leave. We’re all up, so we may as well hit the road. If you want to sleep, take the back seat and use Richard as a pillow.”

Richard glanced up at his name and asked, “Do what?”

“I was offering your services to my daughter,” my father replied.

“My what?” Richard demanded, sitting straighter and closing his laptop.

I bowed my head, drew a deep breath, and contemplated mass homicide.

“If you stopped getting so riled up, Nicolina, your father wouldn’t enjoy pulling your tail so much,” my mother said. “We’ll stop somewhere on the way and get you a breakfast you’ll actually like. If you fall asleep now, you won’t get back up, and should that happen, I can’t promise that your father won’t force Richard to be the one to carry you to the car.”

“You hate me, don’t you?” I whispered. “Both of you hate me.”

“Don’t worry, Nicolina. If you do fall asleep and refuse to get up, I’ll carry you out to the car,” Frank said with laughter in his voice. “I’ll protect what little dignity you have left.”

Making a run for it was sounding better and better. The bedroom I had claimed as mine had a window, one not too far from the ground. The only problem would be reaching civilization and figuring out how to get back to Seattle without anyone catching me.

It was at least a thirty minute drive from the cabin to the town, although my father had been driving slow due to icy roads.

“You are all despicable,” I hissed through clenched teeth, pulling free of my father’s grip to storm to my bedroom. I slammed the door behind me, swallowing back my urge to scream my frustration.

Even if I did give them the slip, I was too young to rent a car, and I doubted a bus terminal would sell me a ticket even if I whipped out a credit card to pay for it. Was hitchhiking done in Canada? So close to the full moon, I didn’t want to be caught anywhere near Fenerec territory.

It was bad enough having to stay with Richard’s pack when they would all be compelled to run as wolves. That my parents would join them didn’t help matters any.

Flicking on the light, I headed to the window. Resting my elbows on the sill, I stared out into the darkness, contemplating whether or not I was crazy enough to run.

Maybe I was only a Normal, but I was tired of letting every Fenerec I crossed paths with walk all over me. While the snow boots my father insisted I wear were in the other room, my sneakers were in my bag along with my clothes. Dressing in layers and shoving my feet into my shoes, I unlatched the window, slid out, and made my escape.
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Growing up with parents who spent an unforgivable amount of time as wolves taught me a few tricks. When running in the snow, covering my tracks was necessary, as was dressing in a mix of pale and dark clothing. Unfortunately for me, the snowsuit my father had provided for me was red, which meant I had left it behind in favor of stealth.

Jeans and a pair of sweaters made for a cold walk. 

At least pine branches made excellent brooms, especially in a forest strewn with needles from the brisk winter wind. I wiped away my tracks, careful to stay out of the light spilling through the windows of the cabin. The road would be the first place my parents would think to look, so I dodged it, instead skirting the snow-strewn lake.

The water was frozen over, and the wind blew the snow across it, leaving patches of bare ice. I tapped the surface with my foot, and when nothing happened, I tested my weight on the shoreline. When it held, I tossed my branch into one of the neighboring pines to hide it.

All I needed to do was follow the shore, which would eventually take me to the city of Slave Lake. From there, I would test my luck and find out just how far I could go before getting caught. Wrinkling my nose, I shoved my hands into my pockets, ducked my head, and marched.

Each step I took burned away my anger, leaving me tired in its wake. The cold worked its way into my clothes, and I shivered as the breeze strengthened into gusting winds. Tears of frustration burned in my eyes.

Slave Lake was littered with deadfall on its shores. I sat on a log, stomping my feet to try to restore warmth to them. Smart girls would have turned back, slinking to the safety of the cabin, but the thought of dealing with more mockery sickened me almost as much as the sight of Richard’s blood splattered on the bathroom’s white tiles.

Maybe I was a Normal, but I couldn’t live an ordinary life.

I was tired of the bloodshed. I was tired of a lot of things, including being prey. Normal girls—truly normal, regular girls—didn’t have to worry about whether or not their parents would snap and eat them. They also didn’t have to worry about whether or not winter would result in a permanent arranged marriage.

They went to school, dated boys, and lived in blissful ignorance of the things that went bump in the night. I was as far from that as it got. In the best case scenario, all I had to do was hold out three more years then I’d be able to run for real, permanently, and as far from the Fenerec packs as possible.

I didn’t want to wait that long.

Hugging my knees, I stared out over the frozen lake to watch the sun rise. Powdery snow sparkled in the early light as it blew across the glassy ice. The log shifted and creaked as someone sat beside me. I clenched my teeth and determinedly ignored the intruder.

Maybe if I pretended that I didn’t exist, I’d vanish in a plume of smoke.

“I can’t tell if you’re incredibly smart or incredibly stupid,” Richard said, stretching his legs out. Unlike me, he was wearing boots, which were caked in white. “It takes someone exceedingly clever to sneak out of a cabin with four Fenerec in it, avoiding detection as she does so. It takes someone quite smart to figure out how to cover her tracks enough to trick her father’s nose. Well done, by the way. Your father needs a reminder you play by your own rules and you can’t be stepped on too much. However, it takes someone entirely out of their right mind to venture out when it’s twenty below and windy. Winter in Canada isn’t quite as forgiving as in Seattle, Nicolina.”

I hunched my shoulders. “Says the incredibly stupid individual who thought trying to bleed to death on the bathroom floor was a good idea.”

“Sometimes people just need to do something to prove they can. Hands are also convenient.”

When I didn’t say anything, Richard chuckled. “Your mother, father, and Frank are scouring the woods for you as wolves. I was not invited to participate, so I waited for them to leave before I pulled the same trick you did. Out the window and circling around was pretty clever, Miss Desmond. You only made one mistake.”

“What mistake?” I growled.

Richard poked me in the ribs. “You should have buried the branch or taken it with you instead of tossing it into the trees. It had your scent on it. It was easy to figure out where you went when I stopped to think about it. With ice on the lake, all you have to do to find town is follow the shore. Simple, but smart—except for the whole running out in freezing temperatures in the middle of the night part.”

I sighed.

“Want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“I can make a few guesses, but I won’t. Why beat the dead horse?” Richard pointed across the lake in the direction I had come. “I left my branch out on the middle of the ice, where the wind will carry my scent away—or bury it in snow. I figured if I was going to join you in defiance, I’d at least do a better job of hiding my tracks.”

“Cheater,” I grumbled.

“Hey, you should thank me. I recovered your stick and got rid of it. Before you decide what you’re going to do, you should be aware that your mother and father are both frantic, especially since you were clever enough to leave your cell in your bag. Leaving your wallet behind was a nice touch, especially since they couldn’t find your passport. Desmond was ranting about gypsies and something about you joining the circus by the time he decided he was going daughter hunting, which was approximately twenty seconds after he realized you were gone.”

“The circus?” I groaned. “Why the hell would I join the circus?”

“Who else is going to take a runaway?”

“I thought I’d just show up for classes early,” I grumbled.

“With just your passport?” Richard demanded, his tone incredulous. “You’re even more daring than I thought.”

Digging into my pocket, I pulled out my passport. Opening it, I showed him the credit card I had acquired behind my father’s back. “A girl can never go unprepared.”

“You’re quite something. What’s the limit?”

“Fifteen hundred. It’s prepaid. Only type I could get without my parents knowing about it,” I grumbled.

“That would’ve gotten you pretty far if you decided to make a serious run for it. You win this round, Miss Desmond. So you have ID. You have money that’s difficult to track. What are you planning next?”

 I stared down at my sneakers, kicking at the snow. The motion woke tingles in my toes. “It’s stupid.”

“I won’t laugh, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Richard replied, nudging my foot with his. “Those are terrible shoes for this weather. Your feet must be freezing.”

“I wore several pairs of socks,” I grumbled, jerking away from him.

“That was smart and probably saved your toes. Losing them to frostbite would be unpleasant. So, you’ve made your daring escape. You have given the dogs of war the slip. What is the intrepid heroine going to do next?”

“I was either going to go home or back to Stanford,” I admitted in a mumble, flushing.

 Richard leaned towards me until I either had to meet his gaze or turn to avoid him. Staring off to the side didn’t help; I caught glimpses of him out of the corner of my eye.

He sighed. “Back to the safety of the den? It’s as much about the defiance as it is the destination, isn’t it?”

My eyes once again burned with the need to cry. I wiped them, determined not to give in to my frustration.

“Well, the whole border crossing part of running home would make things a bit difficult for you. If you want to get some wholesome revenge, however, I think I might have a nice compromise,” Richard said, his tone conspiratorial.

With the choice of heading back to the cabin to face my parents or sticking with Richard, I decided Yellowknife’s Alpha was the lesser evil. “What compromise?”

Richard chuckled. “Well, I happen to have this nice house tucked in the woods. It’s spacious, quiet, and there are plenty of places for a young lady to den. There’s even a library, and I might have the keys to a private office no one else is invited to visit. You’re welcome to make yourself a little nest in there. At least for a few days, there won’t be any Fenerec to bother you, your parents included. It’s a pretty nice deal.”

It sounded like too nice of a deal to me. Frowning, I turned to face him. “What’s the catch?”

Grinning at me, Richard poked my nose with his gloved finger. “To get there, you’ll have to ride on a snowmobile with me for the next day or two. Once I’ve acquired a sled, I will taunt your father with a text message from a borrowed phone. We’ll go for a fun little jaunt in the woods. We’ll both yank his tail hard and have some fun in the process.”

“Will you let me drive?”

“So long as you promise not to crash into a tree, you can drive. Maybe we’ll take two sleds so you can drive the entire time,” he replied, nudging me with his elbow. “Come on. It’s a good deal. Your parents are going to blow their tops if we beat them to Yellowknife.”

“But how do we get sleds?” I demanded.

“Leave that to me. The first step is to get to town without those three annoying wolves catching us.” Richard stood and held out his hand. “The bad news? It’s about ten kilometers to the nearest cabin. The good news? I know the owners, and they’ll probably jump at the chance to tweak Frank’s nose. Up for a hike?”

The thought of standing made my feet hurt, but I accepted his help, and he pulled me upright. “Why?”

“You’re not the only one who gets frustrated with overbearing wolves who don’t know when to quit,” Richard replied, smiling at me. “We could both use a little fun after the week we’ve had, right?”

“Right,” I muttered. “Hiking across the Canadian wilderness in the middle of winter in sneakers and cheap gloves with a half-dead Fenerec for company. What could possibly go wrong?”

“Don’t forget the three wolves chasing us,” Richard added.

“How could I possibly forget that? Sneakers, half-dead Fenerec, and three rabid wolves hunting for us. Have I forgotten anything?”

“Better not ask,” Yellowknife’s Alpha replied, gesturing towards the lake. “Step one: cross the lake without falling through the ice and drowning. Step two: evade angry parents and equally angry Second. Step three: acquire snowmobiles. Step four: profit! Onward!”

“Profit?” I demanded.

Richard laughed. “You’ll see, Miss Desmond. You’ll see.”
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By the time we reached the cabin, my feet were ready to file for divorce from the rest of my body. Richard knocked on the door, which was promptly answered by a middle-aged woman with the first hints of gray in her brown hair.

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t Richard Murphy,” she said, shaking her head. “I got the oddest phone call about an hour ago.”

“Let me guess. Was it from a rabid father in search of a wild, runaway daughter and a handsome gentlemen?” Richard replied, grinning at her.

“I suppose Frank counts as a bit rabid right now. He was ranting about how you are trying to kill yourself. He ordered me to tie you up so you can’t escape if you showed up. You must be Miss Nicolina. I’m Jessica. Why don’t you come in before you freeze to death? While I’m tempted to leave you on my doorstep, Richard, you can come in, too.”

Richard laughed. “Admit it, Jessica. You’d miss me if you let me freeze to death. While I’d make a lovely ice sculpture for your front lawn, I’d melt in the spring. I’d get smelly.”

“Your feet already are. Please, if you have any compassion in that heartless body of yours, don’t stink up my cabin. What brings you our way, eh?”

I made it three steps inside before the warmth of the cabin brought me to a halt. A bench large enough for two was placed next to the door on top of a rubber mat. When I didn’t move, Richard bumped into me until the back of my legs hit the bench. I sat, staring up at him at a loss of what to do.

“When I think of people who would enjoy a little sport at my expense, you’re among the first I think of,” Yellowknife’s Alpha teased.

“Now you’re just sweet talking me. You’re cute, Richard, but you’re not that cute. Who the hell am I kidding? You are that cute, and I hate you for it. Can I get you anything, Miss Nicolina? Tea, coffee, or cocoa?” Jessica asked.

“We’ll both have cocoa. I think we could use the chocolate and the sugar,” Richard replied, kicking off his boots. “You’re a gem, Jessica. Where’s Al?”

“I didn’t ask you, Richard, but I suppose you can have some, too. Al is pretending to be a good friend of yours and is making phone calls on Frank’s behalf.”

“Pretending? I’m wounded. I’m truly wounded.”

Richard didn’t sound very hurt to me. After exchanging kisses on the cheek with Jessica, he set his boots aside and shucked off his jacket, hanging it from one of the hooks over the bench.

I considered whether or not I had enough energy to lift my feet so I could try to untie my sneakers or worm my way out of my coat. Deciding I didn’t, I stretched my legs and stared at my feet.

Richard clicked his tongue, kneeling in front of me to grab my ankle. Instead of untying the laces, he wiggled my shoes off and dumped them onto the mat, followed by my socks. “Don’t suppose you have a change of clothes she can borrow until she thaws a bit, do you?”

His hands were warm on my feet.

“Sure, I have some pajamas that’ll probably fit her. You’ll swim in them, little thing that you are, but they’ll be warm,” Jessica said, smiling at me before heading deeper into the cabin. “Al’s in his study, Richard.”

“Al owns a snowmobile dealership and supplies most of the packs in the area. While they aren’t Fenerec, they’re related to some of the Slave Lake pack,” he explained, massaging my foot.

Pins and needles stabbed at my toes, and I grimaced as the sensation spread up my leg. “Ouch.”

“Well, it doesn’t look like you got frostbite at least. You’ll be fine once you’ve had a chance to warm up.”

“I’m okay,” I replied, wiggling my toes, wincing as they thawed. In a mumble, I continued, “I think you were right about the exceptionally stupid part, though.”

Richard went to work on my other foot, chuckling at my confession. “Your secret is safe with me. I’ll go talk to Al and see what he can do about a sled or two for us. I’ll also use him to throw the others off our trail.”

Jessica returned, carrying a folded pile of clothes, which she thrust into my hands. “The bathroom is the second door on the right, Nicolina. I’ve put the kettle on, so it shouldn’t take too long for the water to warm. As for you, Richard, you have some explaining to do.”

“I’ll talk to Al. If my demonic Second calls again, please tell him we’re not here,” Richard replied, rising. “The little lady here needs some space and fresh air, and I’m making sure she gets it.”

While Jessica wasn’t willing to look Richard in the eyes, she glared in his general direction. “I’ll remind you of something, Mr. Murphy. I like Frank more than I like you.”

“Hey, be nice. I’m about to give your husband my credit card. You like when I give him my credit card. Frank doesn’t give you his credit card.” Strolling down the hall, Richard waved before passing through a doorway and disappearing out of sight.

Jessica laughed. “That Richard is something else, isn’t he?”

Unable to argue with her, I nodded and retreated to the bathroom to change. By the time I stripped out of my cold, damp clothes, my thawing hands hurt as much as my feet. True to Jessica’s claim, the pajamas were big on me, but they were warm. When I emerged, Jessica waved at me from down the hall.

Instead of a kitchen table, there was a single island with stools. I hopped up on one at Jessica’s invitation. She slid a steaming mug of hot chocolate to me before making one for herself.

“Thanks,” I said, wrapping my fingers around the cup to warm my hands.

“No problem, sugar. Seems like you’ve had an interesting morning, if you ended up all the way out here with Richard in tow. Frank sounded worried.” Jessica sat on a stool across from me, staring at me through her lashes.

Taking a sip of the hot chocolate, I considered what to tell the woman. While Jessica seemed nice, I doubted she wanted to hear about how I had lost my temper and done something impulsive and stupid. I shrugged. “It’s been a long week.”

“Must have been, if Richard’s flipping Frank off like this. He’s not the type. Sure, he enjoys a good stunt as much as the next guy, but he’s pretty considerate for a wolf. Except for that one time, but that’s a different story.” Jessica giggled, leaning over the counter to glance out the doorway.

“That one time?” I asked, jumping on the chance to turn the conversation away from me to Richard. Maybe she would offer some jewel of insight or bit of blackmail I could use on him later.

“Normally, Richard’ll make a trip down, raid the dealership, and tow a couple of sleds back to Yellowknife with him.”

“Couldn’t he just buy in Yellowknife?”

“Sure, but he wouldn’t get the customizations he wants as fast as he likes. His toys are his babies, and he only wants the best working with them. Al’s been working with Richard for the past ten years on his sleds, so they’ve got it down to an art. Richard doesn’t like having to haggle it out with every salesman who crosses his path, and no wonder, eh? I wouldn’t either if I were planning on tossing down the kind of cash he spends on his machines.” Jessica shrugged.

I grimaced, remembering Richard’s Porsche. “Oh.”

“Anyway, last year Frank made the drive down with what used to be one of Richard’s sleds. It wasn’t even a month old, and he had crunched it goofing off on the trails.” Reaching across the island, Jessica snatched a magazine from a pile of them, flipping through it to show me a picture of a snowmobile. “It was one of these with all of the bells and whistles.”

I had no idea what made the black and red machine special, but I had the feeling it was the equivalent of a Porsche in the snowmobile world. “Let me guess, it was expensive.”

Jessica laughed. “That’s the understatement of the year. That was the most expensive sled we sold that year. Frank ended up staying with us for a week, which was about how long it took him to work up the courage to call Richard and confess his sins.”

“What happened?”

Tossing the magazine back onto the pile, Jessica rested her elbows on the counter and grinned at me. “First, Richard’s a worrier. He really likes Frank, so when Frank vanished with a fast, dangerous sled, he immediately dreamed up the worst-case scenario. All he knew was that Frank was alive somewhere, but Frank was trying to hide, so Richard couldn’t locate him. Richard panicked, which in turn set off everyone else in the pack. Finally, Frank’s mate, who knew what was going on, gave me a call begging me to do something.”

I covered my mouth to keep from giggling, imagining Richard so frazzled. “I almost feel sorry for him.”

“Trust me, girl, I don’t feel sorry for Richard most of the time, but I did then! Richard worried himself sick, thinking his Second had gone and gotten himself hurt, and he couldn’t go out to the rescue. Finally, Frank calls and whines about what happened. At this point, Richard’s so sick from worrying he couldn’t drive, so Frank’s mate brought him down.”

When Jessica trailed off and remained silent, I asked, “What happened?”

“World War III in my living room. Richard tears strips into Frank, and so they’re tussling on the floor while Vivian is shaking her head, not having a single bit of pity on her mate at all. Richard emerged with a broken wrist and nose. Frank emerged with a few cuts. Once the wailing died down, he saw what had happened to his sled and dropped in a dead faint, adding a concussion to the mix, since none of us expected him to fall like he did. Funniest thing I’ve seen in my life.” Jessica pulled out a cell from her pocket. “What to see the pictures?”

“I do. Please,” I begged. Leaning over the counter, I checked for any sign of Richard. “I…I don’t suppose you’d be willing to send them to me in a few days, would you?”

“Of course. But in exchange, if you get any good ones of Richard, I want them.”

I held out my hand. “Deal.”

We shook, and after she let me go, she showed me photos of the busted-up sled with Richard unconscious next to it. Frank stood over his Alpha, doubled over from laughter. “Poor Richard.”

“So, what has Richard so obstinate this time?”

I covered my face with my hands and whimpered. “I crashed his Porsche.”

“You crashed his Porsche?” Jessica whispered. “His old 911?”

I shook my head, and ashamed, I whispered, “His pink Porsche.”

“The new one?” she blurted. “I thought he only got it a few months ago. He actually let you drive it?”

“She had help crashing it, none of which was her fault,” Richard said, making his appearance in the doorway, leaning against the wall. “Nicolina, you didn’t so much crash the Porsche as you helped it reach its full potential. I consider it a very clever test of its gymnastic skills.”

“Richard, your Porsche doesn’t have gymnastic skills. It’s a car,” Jessica muttered.

“It was a car,” Richard agreed, pouting. “So, here I am, without my baby, stuck in an SUV with Charles Desmond and Frank all the way from Seattle. That’d kill anyone’s patience.”

“Wait, she really crashed your Porsche?” Jessica pointed at me while gawking at Richard. “You really let her drive your new Porsche?”

“I did. She was doing a perfectly good job of it until my parents helped her flip it,” Richard grumbled, shoving off the wall to grab a mug and the kettle. “As I said, long week. So, she needs to blow off some steam, I need to blow off some steam, and we decided we would blow off steam together at the expense of her parents and Frank. To be fair, they did push her buttons fairly hard.”

“You really let her drive your Porsche.”

“From time to time, I can be a generous being, dear Jessica. She needed the driving practice.”

“It handles like shit in the snow,” I grumbled, staring down at my hot chocolate while my face burned from my embarrassment. “I was doing your pack a favor.”

“That’s what your father said about my jet. Don’t do that, Nicolina. That’s terrible,” Richard complained, sitting next to Jessica.

“Your jet?” Jessica sucked in a breath. “Wait. Didn’t you fly down to Seattle in your jet?”

“I had a jet. I loaded the Porsche in the cargo bay so I’d have it in Seattle. Desmond turned it into scrap. I only crashed it a little bit landing. Fine, the landing gear completely failed, but that’s no reason to destroy my jet! I was going to have it fixed, but no. He decided to recruit the help of some cohorts, and they trashed it. Did I mention this has been a horrible week? I heard him stating he was going after my Cessna next. Have a heart, Jessica.” Sighing, Richard took a sip of his hot chocolate. “Which magazine has this year’s stock in it?”

Jessica dug through the pile and slid one over to Yellowknife’s Alpha. “Most of the good ones are in there.”

Flipping through it, Richard made thoughtful noises. When he settled on a page, he turned the magazine to me. “Do you like this one?”

“It’s silver,” I stated, wondering what I was supposed to like about it. “The red stripes are nice.”

Richard claimed the magazine and shoved it in Jessica’s direction. “Think a newbie to the trails could handle it?”

“I think a five year old with a broken foot could outrun that piece of shit,” the woman replied, flipping through the book. “Yes, she could handle it, but really? She’s not a baby; she doesn’t need something that tame. She wants this one. Reliable, decent on gas, fast enough, and easy to steer. She won’t win races on it, but she shouldn’t fly through the windshield either.”

Richard frowned. “But it’s black. Black’s boring.”

“We’ve got a yellow one and a red one in stock, never fear. If you give me an hour, I can add some decals and spruce it up while Al deals with registration and trail passes for the sleds. Your sense of fashion will not be terribly abused. Do you know what sled you’re picking out?”

“Al’s already called it in to be prepped for the trails,” Richard reported with a smug grin. “He also has my credit card, so you better like me.”

Jessica’s cell rang, and she picked it up to stare at the display. Sighing, she shook her head. “It’s Frank again. I like you today, Richard, but only because you’re buying your way into my good graces. Please excuse me while I throw him off your trail.”
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Richard bought a lot more than two snowmobiles. He acquired new snowsuits, gloves, boots, and helmets with two-way radios so we could talk to each other while riding. He had racks installed on both so we could carry extra gas to limit the number of times we needed to fill up.

Al and Jessica left on one of their snowmobiles to pick up our new sleds while we waited in their cabin.

I was dozing on the couch when Richard sat on the arm beside me. “You going to be awake enough to head out once they get here with the sleds?”

“I thought you needed everything customized to your liking,” I mumbled through a yawn.

Richard laughed. “Never fear. Al is cooking up a new baby for me in his garage oven. I’ll pick it up in a couple of weeks. Best of all, he’s not going to charge me for the sleds until after we’ve reached Yellowknife, since my brother has access to my online statements and would snitch on me given half a chance.”

“Why are you spending so much money on this?” I reached out and poked his side. “It’s ridiculous. Couldn’t we have just rented those things?”

“Rent? Blasphemy, Nicolina. Anyway, we wear out snowmobiles fast at the lodge. It’s the primary way we get around the area. They’re not like cars, so after a couple of seasons, they’re ready to be retired from active use. We sell the used ones off for cheap and buy new ones. I’ll have acquired a few extra this year, but it’s fine. Just means I can cull a couple extra older ones from the garage.”

“How the hell do you afford so many of them?” Sitting up, I stretched and yawned. “Dad says the trick to having money is to avoid wasting it. That’s pretty much what the classes at Stanford teach too. Profit good, waste bad.”

“I’m just better at making money than your father is. You’ll see when we get to Yellowknife, as you’ll be helping me dig out of the pile of work I need to do.” With a grin, he picked up a steaming mug and handed it to me. “I am going to give you two choices.”

“This can’t be good,” I grumbled, taking the mug. “What choices?”

“We can make a straight run to Yellowknife or we can stop for the night somewhere along the way. There are a few motels Frank probably won’t think to check. Up to you.”

“How long is the ride?”

“It’ll probably take us fifteen hours, give or take a few. Depends on the weather and trail conditions. If the trails are groomed, we’ll make good time.” Richard hopped from his perch and sat next to me on the couch, reaching out to pick up a map from the coffee table. “Motel is probably for the best. We’re both a bit worse for wear.”

“Sure. Just no changing and bleeding all over the place again. It’s gross,” I grumbled, though it wasn’t the blood that worried me. While Richard was acting relatively normal, he seemed a little pale to me and too nice, which I decided was due to him being too tired to put any effort into his normal barbs.

“As you wish, Princess Midget of the Rail Kingdom.”

The taunt made me want to wrap my hands around his throat and shake him. “Watch your mouth, Lilac.”

Richard narrowed his eyes, leaning towards me. “Or what?”

I flushed and heat spread across my cheeks and worked its way down my neck. Grabbing the map out of his hand, I smacked him with it. “I’ll beat you.”

“Promise?”

The hopeful tone of his voice embarrassed me even more, and I spluttered before grumbling, “I’ll have Frank beat you. I heard about the broken nose and the wrist.”

Faking a faint, Richard sprawled on the floor at my feet. I glared at him, got up, stepped over him, and took my mug of hot chocolate to the kitchen. “Where is the motel, and how long will it take for us to get there?”

“Six hours. I’ll call and see if Sophie has any vacancies. It can be a crap shoot this time of year for rooms because of so many people traveling. If not, I have a few ideas and can call in a few favors without word spreading.”

Richard got up and followed me, grabbing the phone mounted on the wall. Dialing a number from memory, he tapped his foot as he waited. “Hey, Sophie. It’s Richard. Do you have any rooms available for tonight? Yeah, I can hold.”

Drinking down the rest of my hot chocolate, I rinsed the mug and checked the dishwasher. When I discovered it was empty, I loaded it with the few dishes littering the counter. Once done, I retreated in the direction of the living room. Just as I was crossing the hall, Jessica and Al came in, stomping snow off their boots.

“Oh, you’re back already? Hi,” I said, halting in the doorway to the living room.

Between the two of them, they had four large bags filled to overflowing. I hurried to take one, grunting in surprise at how heavy it was.

“The sleds are all ready to go and they even have registration tags,” Jessica said, shooing me in the direction of the living room. “Where’s Richard?”

“Kitchen. He’s calling some motel about a room,” I replied, dragging the bag I had claimed behind me.

“He finally chose to do something wise for once? I’m truly impressed.”

“Please forgive my wife, she loves goading Richard whenever possible. He’s one of the few Fenerec who won’t snap at her when she gets uppity, eh?” Al said, dumping his bags in the hallway between the kitchen and the living rooms. Like Jessica, his dark hair was sprinkled with gray and he was quick to smile. “I packed extra tools and loaded them on Richard’s sled. You’ve both got extra gas, and I filled both tanks up from the supply here. You’re set to go when you’re ready.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate your help,” I replied, flushing at having imposed on them.

“We’re booked,” Richard announced, stepping out of the kitchen. “You’re miracle workers. Thanks for going above and beyond the call of duty.”

“Anytime, Richard. You two better haul out of here before Frank starts sniffing around and catches wind you two were around,” Jessica warned, kissing the Alpha’s cheek. “Nicolina, there’s a change of clothes in that blue bag for you to wear with your snowsuit.”

“Thanks,” I replied, grabbing the bag and heading to the bathroom, hoping I wasn’t about to add a snowmobile crash to my growing list of wrecks.
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It took me less than an hour to learn two very important facts about snowmobiles. First, the damned things were rockets with skis attached to them. When I told it to go, it went. It didn’t waste any time deciding to get moving, which was as exhilarating as it was terrifying.

Second, deep snow sucked.

I wasn’t sure how I ended up in the drift, but it dined on a fine meal consisting of me and my snowmobile. The fine powder settled over me, leaving me half-buried. Wiping my hand over the visor proved futile as more snow tumbled into the hole with me.

“Well, shit,” I grumbled.

“Problem?” Richard asked.

I sighed, wondering how to tell Richard I was stuck without having to admit I had slid the sled off the trail. Did my mishap count as another wreck? “I found some snow.”

“That’s amazing. Absolutely astonishing. Is there something special about the snow you found, Princess?”

“It eats people and their snowmobiles, you peasant,” I announced, standing up to peer over the drift.

Richard brought his sled to a stop and leaned against the windshield, shaking his head. “How did you end up there?”

“Princesses do not answer to peasants.” I grabbed a handful of snow and flung it at him, only to have it explode in a powdery mess without reaching my target.

Hopping off his sled, Richard leaned over the edge, bracing his hands on his knees. Laughing, he jumped down, sending powder billowing up around him. “You’re something else. I thought I said not to crash into anything.”

“I didn’t hit a single thing,” I replied. “This doesn’t really count as a crash, does it?”

“I’ll let you off the hook this time on a technicality.” Grabbing me by the waist, he lifted me off the snowmobile. I squeaked, but before I could get a hold on him, he boosted me up onto the trail. “Normally, I’d say get yourself unstuck, but I think I’d end up waiting a week if I did.”

Sitting on his snowmobile, I crossed my arms over my chest. “I didn’t know the snow would eat my sled!”

Richard pulled my sled back enough so the front end and skis weren’t buried before hopping on. Instead of reversing like I expected, he plowed through the drift, got stuck, pulled the sled out, and tried again. On his fourth attempt, he circled around, zipping between the trees to return to the trail.

“You couldn’t just reverse?” I asked when he came to a halt beside me.

“I could have just dragged it back onto the trail using brute force, too. It’ll be dark soon, so make sure you keep a careful eye on the trail or we’ll be spending all evening digging you out of drifts.” Richard chuckled, shooing me off his snowmobile. “I expect to be properly rewarded for coming to your rescue, Princess.”

“Ah, right. Peasants were paid. Serfs weren’t. I guess I’ll simply have to downgrade you to a serf, then,” I retorted, hopping onto my sled. All things considered, I owed him for the help. “I suppose I will have to think of some reward for your efforts.”

“Does the pauper get a say in this?” Richard twisted around on his sled to face me.

I flipped him off. “How about I won’t drown you when we’re at the motel. That counts as a reward, right?”

“I’d like to see you try,” he challenged. “You? Drown me?”

“You have to sleep at some point, Mr. Murphy.”

“Then let’s make a wager, Miss Desmond.” Revving the engine of his snowmobile, he zipped away, leaving me to follow in his wake.

Careful to keep my sled on the trail, I opened the throttle, giggling at the snowmobile’s acceleration. “What wager?”

“He or she who falls asleep first tonight loses.”

“That’s lame,” I informed him, bringing my sled alongside his. “I also have an unfair advantage. Unlike you, I grabbed a few hours of sleep at Jessica and Al’s. You didn’t. I’d win. It’s like you want to lose.”

Richard snorted. “I have no intention of losing, Miss Desmond. I’m simply giving you a handicap as you are not a Fenerec.”

“You’re obstinate.”

“First, I’m a peasant, then you demote me to a serf. Now I’m obstinate? You are a cruel mistress, Princess.”

“Are you calling me your mistress?” I blurted.

Richard laughed, speeding up and pulling ahead of me.

“Don’t you run away, you freak! What the hell are you implying?”

“I haven’t implied anything, Miss Desmond. You implied it yourself. Admit it, you like the idea,” he taunted.

“You really want me to drown you tonight, don’t you?”

“You’d have to be sharing a room with me to drown me in my sleep. What are you implying by that?” Once again, Richard laughed. Turning off the trail, he plowed through the snow, weaving through the trees. “If you don’t slow down, you shouldn’t get stuck.”

Muttering a curse, I followed after him. “Why are we leaving the trail?”

“Do you want to get caught? We will if we stay on the trail too long.”

“Great. While I’ve upgraded from sneakers, I still have the half-dead Fenerec. You know what’s going to happen? I’ll end up in the middle of nowhere lost because we’re leaving the marked trail. You’re trying to get us both killed, aren’t you? A polar bear or something is going to eat us.”

“Don’t worry, Princess. With me around, you won’t have to worry about any polar bears, grizzlies, or monster spiders.”

“I still owe you for that spider,” I snarled at him. “I really should drown you for that.”

“Just remember that you started it. If you hadn’t left a rattlesnake in my shoes, I wouldn’t have needed to retaliate. You may have started it, but I’m the one who will emerge the victor.” Instead of sounding angry or annoyed as he should have, he was amused.

“You already got me back for the rattler,” I complained. “Who leaves a dead snake on someone’s pillow? That was so disgusting.”

“I’ll wrap it in pretty pink ribbons for you next time so it isn’t as gross,” he teased.

“Don’t you even dare think of leaving another dead animal on my pillow, you hear me? I will hunt you down and kill you. I will wait until you’re a wolf and skin you for your pelt.” While I wanted to pull ahead of him and spray snow in his face, without knowing where I was going, I was stuck following him.

“I will consider your request. Next time, perhaps I will leave a live animal on your pillow. Maybe I’ll just leave myself on your pillow,” he taunted.

“Do you want me to kill you? You really want to die, and you want me to be the one to murder you. Is that it?”

“I can think of worse things than being chased by a beautiful woman.” Richard chuckled, weaving his snowmobile through the trees. “I look forward to your efforts. I will endeavor to be excellent and challenging prey for you. But you better watch your back, Princess. I have a horse in this race too, and I have no intentions of losing.”

“What do you mean by that? Richard? Hey! Don’t just go riding off, asshole! What do you mean by that? Richard!”

Instead of answering, Richard increased his speed and vanished over the crest of a hill, leaving a haze of powered snow in his wake.
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Sometime after dark, my snowmobile had enough of me, dumping me off in a last act of defiance. I ended up at the bottom of a gully while it remained at the top, mocking me with its headlight beams. Static burst through the helmet’s speakers, but if Richard spoke, I couldn’t hear him through the noise.

While the snow had cushioned my fall, my head spun from the number of times I had rolled before halting. Sighing, I flopped onto my back to stare at the sky through the bare-branched canopy. Instead of the moon or stars offering their light, curtaining bands of green and yellow illuminated the darkness.

Canada was trying to kill me, but at least it had a pretty sky. I giggled.

The rumble of an engine and a second set of headlights warned me of Richard’s approach. He slid down in a controlled fall, thumping to his knees at my side. Yanking off his helmet, he dumped it into the snow before pulling mine off.

“Nicolina!”

“Hey, Richard. I found some more snow,” I replied. Another giggle bubbled out of me. I pointed up at the shimmering sky. “That’s pretty.”

“Are you okay?” he demanded, peeling off his gloves and tossing them aside to run his hands down my throat.

“I don’t think my snowmobile likes me very much,” I confessed, watching the colors shift and swirl as they danced across the sky. “I rolled down the hill. I think I broke my helmet.”

“You could have broken your neck!” Richard snarled, pressing two of his fingers to the side of my throat while he poked and prodded at the rest of my head. “Are you hurt?”

“I don’t like rolling down hills. It always makes me dizzy,” I complained. “It found my weakness and exploited it. I don’t even know how it did it. It just dumped me off. You obviously bought a demon-possessed snowmobile.”

Leaning down, Richard pressed his forehead to mine, looking me in the eyes. “Nicolina, did you hurt yourself when you fell? Answer me with a yes, a no, or a maybe.”

Richard’s breath was warm against my skin and not even the bitter cold chilled where his forehead touched mine. There was no reason for me to enjoy him being so close, not when we hated each other like we did.

His wolf-yellow eyes didn’t quite glow, but the darkness couldn’t hide their color.

“Nicolina?”

“Maybe.”

I should’ve said yes.

Rattling my brain in my skull when I fell into the gully was the only explanation. If I were in my right mind, Richard so close would have classified as misery of the highest order. I should have bitten him or cracked my forehead against his to make him back off and go away. I should have rammed my knee into his gut instead of allowing him near me.

There were many things I should have done to him, but instead of acting on any of them, I stared at him like an idiot.

“What hurts?” he demanded.

Breathless, I whispered, “My pride.”

Richard laughed. “We all fall. Your ego aside, were you hurt?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Then you should be fine within five or ten minutes. It’s you we’re talking about, after all,” he murmured, and the deep rumble of his voice made me shiver from more than the snow and cold. There was a hesitancy in his touch as he massaged my neck with his thumbs.

Warmth flooded through me, accompanied by a pleasant tingle. When I gasped, Richard pressed his lips to mine. When he pulled away, I gawked at him, holding my breath.

Part of me wanted to hit him while the other part didn’t want Richard to stop. Heat seared my cheeks.

“I expect better when you’re in your prime,” he whispered in my ear.

Unlike his kiss, there was nothing gentle about the way he nipped my throat, startling a cry out of me. Lightning zapped down my spine, leaving me trembling in its wake and unable to move. “Richard!”

“That was punishment for crashing your sled,” he murmured, his mouth still pressed to my neck. “Do so again at your own peril, Miss Desmond.”
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Richard’s bite left me incapable of walking, and with a smug smile, he carried me to the trail, lying me on the seat of his sled. I don’t know what I did to my snowmobile, but Richard battled with it for over an hour, which I spent watching the Northern Lights dance across the sky. The snowsuit kept the worst of the cold off me, but by the time Richard stood, snarling a curse, I had turned into a human popsicle.

“We’ll have to tow it to the cabins,” Richard growled, giving the track of my sled a solid kick. “How did you manage to get a license? If I’m a hair witch, you’re a goddess of vehicular death and destruction.”

“Dumb luck, apparently,” I grumbled. “I don’t even know what happened.”

“You hit a pair of drifts. You went one way and the sled went the other. That actually happens a lot. However, most people just chase their runaway sled down, get on, and keep going. With you? Well, one of the skis got caught on something under the snow and came to a sudden and final stop. Maybe I can fix it at Sophie’s place where I’ll have better light and more tools. The ski’s trashed. At least you didn’t damage the engine. If it’s just a ski replacement, that’s not too bad.”

I groaned, draping my arm over my eyes. “I broke a brand new snowmobile?”

“Al’s going to have a good laugh at my expense.” Richard chuckled. “Looks like you’re stuck riding with me. That’ll teach you to break your sled while out in the bush. And no, you may not drive. The good news? It’ll only take a few minutes to rig a tow. The better news? We aren’t far from Sophie’s.”

I groaned at the thought of reaching somewhere warm. My stomach chose that moment to gurgle a complaint, which made Richard laugh.

“Don’t worry, I asked Sophie to feed us when we arrived,” he assured me, pulling out a set of straps from his tool box. I sat up to watch him remove a belt from my sled and tie the sleds together. Instead of attaching the straps to the bumpers like I thought he would, he looped them through my sled’s suspension above the skis. Once done, he handed my helmet to me. “Think you’ll last twenty minutes?”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to break it,” I whispered, staring at my helmet while my face burned from embarrassment.

Richard shook his head. “Better the sled than you. Sleds can be replaced. Now scoot, Little Miss Vehicular Death Goddess, or we’ll end up spending the night out here.”

I shifted to the back of the sled, shoving my helmet over my head. While Richard had fiddled with the helmet’s radio, I didn’t know if he had managed to fix it or not. “There should be a law banning such cold temperatures,” I complained.

“You’ll warm up pretty quick at the motel. You can thaw out in the tub,” Richard replied. While there was still static, I had no trouble making out what he was saying.

“Oh, good. I didn’t break this thing at least.”

“It’s a cheap set. I wanted one I could just toss new batteries in without worrying about regular chargers since I didn’t know how long we’d be out in the bush away from electricity. You knocked the battery pack loose when you fell.”

While Richard’s sled was large enough for two, I was forced to sit close to him and hold onto his waist for the ride. While towing my sled, he kept his speed lower, and I discovered if I huddled as close to him as possible, I stayed much warmer.

The motel, which took us twenty-five minutes to reach, was a series of log cabins lining the shore of a small lake, which was frozen over and dusted with snow. Richard parked in front of the largest of the cabins, which still had its lights on. At three stories, it felt more like a mansion than anything else.

“Don’t be surprised if Sophie tans my hide. We’re only two hours late,” Richard said, sliding off the sled. “Let’s get you warmed up before you get too stiff from your tumble.”

Taking my hand, he pulled me off, dragging me in the direction of the front door. It opened before we reached it, revealing a tall, portly woman. Her arms were crossed. In one hand, she clutched a flour-covered rolling pin.

Richard pulled off his helmet and turned to take mine. “Sorry we’re late, Sophie. Sled broke down on the way.”

Sophie clucked her tongue, motioning for us to come in. “I graduated from chocolate chip cookies to apple pie. As you’re the fiend responsible for them, I may force you to watch your lady friend eat them while you do not have any. Richard, it’s thirty below outside. How dare you subject such a nice young lady to such temperatures?”

“Why am I always the one blamed? It’s like you expect me to do things like this,” Richard complained, peeling out of his snow boots.

I recoiled to the other side of the foyer. “Maybe you should leave those on.”

Glints of yellow lightened Richard’s eyes. “My feet aren’t that bad.”

“Don’t worry, Missy. I have air freshener, should his stench prove too much for us,” Sophie said, clapping her hands. “Come on, get out of those suits and come warm up. Richard, the attic loft is ready for you two once you’ve had dinner.”

Stiff from the cold, I was still fighting my way out of my boots by the time Richard had ditched his snowsuit, leaving it hanging on a hook near the doorway. Clucking his tongue, he knelt and helped me rid myself of my winter gear. My jeans and sweater had somehow survived the trip without getting wet, although I had doubts I’d ever feel warm ever again.

“You’re a lifesaver, Sophie,” Richard said, flashing the woman a smile. “Sorry to intrude with such short notice.”

“And miss out on the fun? Are you kidding? You, sir, are a very popular man, almost as popular as you, Missy. My phone has been off the hook for hours because of you two, and the more they call, the more I enjoy giving them the runaround. Perhaps as thanks for the chance to toy with so many at one time, I’ll let you have a cookie.”

I flushed, wondering just how much trouble I had caused, and how I could possibly be more popular than Richard, who likely had an entire pack of frantic wolves hunting for him. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”

“Inconvenience? Nonsense. The only inconvenience is if the cookies get cold before you have any. Come along. I’ll warm the kettle for cocoa. Coffee for you, Richard?”

“I won’t say no to coffee.”

Unlike the other cabins I had been in, Sophie’s place felt huge. Instead of rooms, columns and arches carved into the likenesses of wolves, owls, and other animals separated the kitchen and dining area from the living room. Fur rugs and wood-carved furniture clashed with colored glass sculptures, shelves lined with books, and the kitchen, which featured clean stainless, colored-glass tile decor, and golden oak cabinetry.

“I hope you two don’t mind roast. After Frank called me with his sob story, I figured you’d want a large meal, Richard. I haven’t seen him this riled up in ages. I don’t know what you’ve done, but your entire pack is in a frenzy.”

Richard coughed, and when I twisted to face him, his cheeks were red. “You’re embarrassed,” I blurted, pointing at him. “I didn’t know that was possible.”

Sophie patted my cheek before herding me to the table, which was large enough to easily fit twenty. “Sit, sit. Unless all of those big bad wolves have been trying to pull wool over these old eyes, you must be tired.”

“You’re not old,” I replied, sliding onto the bench.

Sophie whirled, pointing her rolling pin at Richard. “Richard, you couldn’t get a nice girl the normal way, so you resorted to kidnapping sweet, charming young ladies, didn’t you? For shame. Missy, if he tries anything, I’ll beat him, so don’t you hesitate to tell me.”

“I assure you, I did not kidnap her!” Sitting across from me, Richard groaned and slumped over the table. “Have mercy, Sophie.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“What did you tell them, Richard?” I demanded, reaching over to poke his arm. “You didn’t tell me what message you made Jessica send.”

There was a long, awkward silence, which Sophie broke by laughing. “Oh dear.”

“Richard Murphy,” I growled, digging my nail into his wrist. “What did you tell them?”

“Ouch! Okay, okay. You’re going to either kill me or kiss me,” he said, grinning at me.

I narrowed my eyes. “I’d count on kill. What did you do, Richard?”

Carrying two mugs, Sophie returned, handing one to me while she set the other in front of Richard. “It’ll be about ten minutes for dinner to warm up.” She sat next to me and rested her elbows on the table, watching Richard. “Do tell. What did you do, Mr. Murphy?”

“Nicolina’s father trashed my jet. I told him at Christmas if he didn’t return my jet, I wasn’t returning his daughter. I simply reminded him of this fact, and that if he couldn’t keep my hostage contained, I’d have to do it for him. If he can’t manage to catch us, then maybe I would actually keep her. I thought Frank was an equitable trade.”

There were hundreds of ways to murder someone, and I started going through the list of ways I could end Richard Murphy’s life. Drowning was too quick. Setting him on fire might have momentary satisfaction, but like drowning, it didn’t last long enough. However I killed him, it had to be slow and torturous. “You did what, Richard?”

“I gave Frank to your father and told him if he wanted you back, he’d have to catch us,” Richard replied, grinning at me. His touch was gentle as he pressed his finger to my nose. “I may have thrown in a monetary wager on top of it. If he catches us, I have to give you back and the jet’s my problem. If he doesn’t, he owes me a jet and a new Porsche, plus you’re all mine until the start of your next quarter. I may have also tossed in a clearance of all debts you owe your father for rent until your graduation.”

“You didn’t! God. He’s going to kill me, Richard. He’s really going to kill me and feed me to my sister’s devil kitten. Then he’s going to kill you and feed you to that monster, too. You’ve sentenced us both to death,” I wailed, lying across the table. “We’re so dead.”

“Admit it, Nicolina. It’ll be fun. I told him you were safe and sound. I promised I’d ensure you reached your destination without incident. However, the destination is subject to change. I may have informed your parents that they have made a significant error in judgment, and it was really in their better interest to play my game so you might enjoy yourself.”

My mouth dropped open at the thought of Richard openly defying my father, especially so soon after what had happened with his Porsche and his parents.

Richard was right. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kill him or kiss him.

“It’s been fun,” I mumbled, averting my eyes. “Except the crashing the sled part. And the first bit. That part sucked.”

“Drifts,” Richard explained. “And after it dumped her, it committed suicide on something under the snow. As for the first bit, her parents teased her a little too much. They underestimated the stubborn pride and resourcefulness of a scorned teenager daughter.”

“So instead of doing the mature, adult thing, you decided to play,” Sophie said, shaking her head. The woman smirked, reaching over to pat Richard’s hand. “That’s so like you. Well, Mr. Murphy, I suppose I shall have to play a willing accomplice, along with every other Normal and Fenerec-born in the area. What fun! Jessica called me after you two had left, suggesting we add a few of our own cards to your hand.”

“Wait, what?” Richard demanded, sitting up. “Sophie, what are you talking about?”

“I have some contributions to your efforts, Mr. Murphy. First, a sled swap, which is probably a good thing, seeing that you’ve busted one of yours. I’ll have Bobby and one of his friends run yours down to Al’s to be fixed if we can’t take care of it here. You’ll take my touring sled for the next leg, along with a couple of the kids who think it’d be great fun to go on a joy ride for several hours at my expense. The rest of the help will be around in the morning.”

“Wait. Richard? I thought you weren’t supposed to tell people…” With wide eyes, I stared at Sophie, wondering how she even knew about Fenerec, let alone involving other Normals.

“We’re near Yellowknife, Nicolina. It’s a big pack and a small community. It’s tough to hide something like that here. Sure, there are lots of Normals in the area who don’t know anything about Fenerec, but there are just as many who do—or realize there’s something more to my lodge than meets the eye. Don’t worry about it. Bobby is Sophie’s youngest son, who also happens to have caught the eye of one of my pack’s bitches.” Richard bumped his forehead against the table. “So Bobby is pulling Patricia’s tail? She’s really going to take him out back and have her way with him for the rest of her life if you don’t rein him in, Sophie.”

Sophie inhaled, covering her mouth with her hands. Her eyes widened. “Oh, my. I seem to have forgotten to bring my reins. Terrible, terrible. I guess I’ll just have to let her take my poor, poor boy on a ride.”

It took me all of ten seconds to realize what she was implying. I blushed.

“Seeing you’ve yanked the rug out from under me, what else have you cooked up, Sophie?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out,” she replied, hopping to her feet and heading into the kitchen. “Time for you two to eat so you can go get some sleep. You have a long day ahead of you tomorrow.”
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While Sophie said she had prepared a roast, I came to the conclusion she had butchered and stuffed an entire cow into her oven. Richard ate enough to feed an army, picked the bones clean, and left me marveling over how much one man could consume.

The more he devoured, the happier it made Sophie, who ultimately relented and let him have cookies and pie, which disappeared with as much enthusiasm as the rest of his meal.

“And I thought Mom and Dad ate a lot,” I muttered as I ignored Sophie’s protests and helped her load the dishwasher.

“Frank warned me you hadn’t been feeling well and said if I happened to see you to make certain you were fed,” Sophie reported. “You don’t look injured to me, but I figured it was better safe than sorry.”

“He was,” I confirmed, sticking my tongue out at the Fenerec when he scowled at me. “He just likes pretending he’s invincible when he is not.”

“I know. Fenerec. They’re all like that.”

Richard stalked into the kitchen, picked me up by the waist, and deposited me on the counter out of Sophie’s way. “She’s absolutely no different. Both of her parents are Fenerec, and she seems to think her heritage has made her immune to harm. First, she flipped a van. Since she walked away from that, she upgraded to crashing commercial jets. Since that wasn’t enough to convince her she’s mortal, she flipped my Porsche three times. Admittedly, she had help with that. Then she decided to learn to fly with the help of her snowmobile.”

“Mr. Murphy, you do not put young ladies on the counter,” Sophie scolded. “I heard a rumor about the demise of your Porsche, but I didn’t think it was true. It’s really totaled?”

Richard sniffled, pouting at Sophie in a blatant bid for sympathy. Before he could say a word, Sophie shoved a cookie in his mouth.

“Whining is not permitted in my kitchen, Mr. Murphy.”

“Wait, whining gets rewarded with cookies?” I demanded, snatching at the cookie still dangling from Richard’s mouth. He chomped on it, turning his head to keep me from stealing it.

Sophie offered me another cookie. Sighing from contentment, I nibbled on it. “If traveling with Richard always involves world-class dinners and great cookies, I might have to tolerate his company more often.”

“Oh, aren’t you a little charmer,” Sophie murmured, handing me another cookie. “Now, off to bed, both of you. I’ll wake you for brunch.”

I went to slide from the counter, but Richard caught me and tossed me over his shoulder. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Richard, put me down!” With a cookie in each hand, I couldn’t beat at his back like I wanted. “I can walk, damn it.”

“You would try to steal more cookies. I’m doing you a favor.”

“How is that doing me a favor?” I demanded.

Sophie laughed, shooing us out of the kitchen. “Good night, children. Try not to wreck the house.”

“I’m housebroken, I assure you,” Richard replied.

A laugh burst out of me. “Housebroken doesn’t mean break houses, which is exactly what you do. I saw what you did to our living room. Also, you smashed Dad’s computer and a bunch of other stuff in his office.”

“Everyone blames me,” he complained, and still ignoring my protests, he carried me out of the kitchen to the staircase leading up to the next floor. “Good night, Sophie.”

“Sleep well,” the woman replied, waving.

The access to the attic loft was a narrow staircase at the end of the main hallway. Like the rest of the place, the loft was an eclectic mix of rustic and modern. Richard set me down on my feet, and my mouth dropped open as I took in the room. One half was a bathroom, which was separated from the rest of the loft by a wood and stone archway. Like the hotel room my father had forced me to share with Richard, the jacuzzi was excessive, probably large enough for four to bathe comfortably.

The bedroom featured a single king-sized bed, and like the downstairs, shelves bearing a fortune in books dominated the walls.

“Wow.”

“All of the cabins were booked, but Sophie keeps this space for family and friends,” Richard said, giving me a push in the direction of the bathroom. “You deserve a long, hot soak.”

I frowned, twisting around to glare at him. “Remember, if you fall asleep first, I win.”

Richard closed the attic door before turning to smirk at me. “And what will you win if I fall asleep first?”

“Forgiveness for breaking the sled?” I suggested, biting my lip.

“You can’t ask for what you’ve already received.”

“Fine. You will make yourself—and your business—available if I need to ask questions about business management.”

“Once again, you can’t ask for what you’ve already received.”

“I haven’t received it yet!”

“I was going to give that to you anyway. Pick something else. Something you don’t have or will be getting already.” Richard closed the distance between us, tilting my chin up with a finger. “Surely you can think of something.”

“You’ll drive me to Stanford so I don’t have to fly back for next quarter.”

“Deal.”

“What about you?”

Richard’s smile both intrigued and unnerved me. “You will go to the Porsche dealership with me and help me pick my replacement car, which will be followed by dinner and a movie.”

I sucked in a breath. Was Richard asking me on a date? I opened my mouth to say something, but I couldn’t force a single word out. Unable to think of a single reason to reject his proposal, I bobbed my head. “Okay. Fine. Car, dinner, and a movie.”

Richard took hold of my shoulders, pulling me close to him. “Then the wager is set, Miss Desmond. I assure you, I have no intentions of losing.”

“You’ll be sleeping like a baby long before I finish in that jacuzzi.”

“You’re not even going to make it to the jacuzzi.”

“What exactly do you mean by that, Richard? It’s right there! Did you hit your head when we were out on the snowmobiles?”

“Maybe I plan on distracting you so you never make it there,” he murmured, lifting his hand to stroke his fingers along the side of my throat. I shivered.

Instead of the electric jolt and instant, burning desire I associated with Fenerec in the winter, a pleasant warmth and a mild tingle spread from where he massaged my neck. Part of me wanted to question what he was doing and why.

The rest of me didn’t want him to stop.

“That’s very distracting,” I whispered.

Richard’s breath tickled my ear. “I’d kiss you, but unfortunately, if I did that, I wouldn’t stop.”

I flushed, the heat of my embarrassment washing over my face and down to my neck. If he did, I had the shivery feeling I wouldn’t want to either. When Richard resumed massaging my throat, I leaned towards him, tilting my head to the side.

His shirt smelled like Sophie’s cookies, with a strong cinnamon undertone.

“We hate each other,” I murmured.

Richard’s lips brushed against my throat. “Terribly so. You will try your hardest to kill me, and I’ll enjoy every moment spent thwarting your evil plans. You’ll be the villainess, and I shall, alas, have to take up the mantle of James Bond. I’ll have to buy my new car with that in mind—and find a mad scientist who can trick it out with all of the gadgets I’ll need to defeat you at every turn.”

“Me? Evil? A villainess? You misunderstand, surely.”

“Do you expect me to believe that, Miss Desmond?”

“Is this when I’m supposed to state that I expect you to die?” A giggle slipped out of me. “Did the rattlesnake bite you?”

“Repeatedly,” Richard replied, nipping my neck hard enough I gasped. “Like that, but not nearly as nice.”

The tingling warmth intensified, and I relaxed against him. Knocking my legs out from under me with a single sweep of his foot, Richard caught me as I fell, picked me up, and carried me to the bed, tossing me onto it.

I squeaked, opening my eyes in time to watch him settle in next to me, lying on his side. “Richard!”

Richard leaned over me, running his fingers through my hair before stroking my throat once more. I went limp, once again closing my eyes at his touch.

“That’s cheating,” I accused.

Richard’s gentle stroking of my neck scattered my thoughts, leaving me floundering for some reply—any reply. When he kissed me, I forgot about anything other than the feel of his lips pressed to mine.

Pulling away, he murmured, “All’s fair in love and war, Nicolina. I warned you. I don’t intend to lose. You’ll have to do much, much better than that if you want to beat me.”
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The alluring scent of coffee conspired with a bright light in my eyes to wake me. Grumbling complaints, I covered my head with the blankets. “Coffee’s poison. Smells great, tastes terrible. Take it away,” I groaned.

“Come between me and my coffee, woman, and there will be war,” Richard replied. “Good morning. I am pleased to inform you that you are my captive prize, and you will be subjected to car shopping, dinner, and a movie.”

“Die,” I snarled, grabbing my pillow and adding it to the pile on my head. “You cheated.”

“Sleep well?”

I had, which was about as unusual as me falling asleep without hours of tossing and turning first. “Better than with my sleeping pills,” I mumbled.

“Good. It’s ten. I thought you might like a chance to soak in the jacuzzi since I robbed you of the chance last night.”

“You’re still a cheater, and I still hate you.” Flushing over the fact I had fallen prey to him so easily, I wondered what the hell was wrong with me.

I wasn’t supposed to like Richard, let alone enjoy what he could do with his hands—or be able to sleep so well with him in the same room with me. At the rate I was going, I was going to act just like my sister, dancing to a Fenerec’s tune and liking it. Groaning, I contemplated digging a hole in the snow and hiding until spring.

“Poor Nicolina lost to the big bad wolf. As penance, I’ll fill the tub for you. Sophie brought some bath oils up that should help if you’re sore.”

It took a single stretch to realize I ached from head to toe. “Stupid snowmobile.”

“Happens to everyone. It was bad luck that you tumbled into a ravine,” Richard replied. Moments later, I heard water running. “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything. Just shriek. You’re good at that.”

“Asshole.”

Richard laughed. “Just don’t let the tub overfill.”

I peeked out from under the covers. Once certain Richard was gone, I got up. Limping to the bathroom, I double-checked to make sure he hadn’t returned. Satisfied, I ditched my clothes and got into the jacuzzi. The warmth of the water seeped into me. With a contented groan, I stretched out.

When we returned home, I would have to beg my father to install a jacuzzi. The oil and soap added to the water made it bubble and smell of lavender, cinnamon, and sage.

At the knock on the door, I considered never leaving the tub despite having turned into a raisin.

“Nicolina?” Richard asked. “Brunch is in ten.”

“Already?” I splashed at the surface of the water, torn between eating and just soaking away the rest of my life.

“Already, I’m afraid.”

“Okay, fine. I’m getting out,” I grumbled. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

“Shout out if you need anything.”

“I need you to go away!”

Richard laughed. Moments later, I heard the thump of feet descending the steps.

It took a lot longer than ten minutes to deal with hair as long and thick as mine. At a loss for how to deal with it, I left it wet and braided it, wrapping my head in a towel to keep it from dripping everywhere. If it tangled, I’d make Richard fix the problem.

When I came downstairs, Richard was surrounded by a group of young men and women. He pinched the bridge of his nose, sighed, and shook his head.

“Richard? Is something wrong?” I asked, halting at the archway into the dining area.

“Your father is a serious pain in my ass,” he grumbled, turning to face me. “Do you know what he’s done now?”

“The most annoying thing he could possibly do? He’s like that. Absolutely infuriating; a little like you, actually,” I said, heading into the kitchen. Sophie smiled at me, pulled a cookie out from the jar, and held it out to me. “You’re the best, Sophie.”

“See, boys? The way to a girl’s heart is actually through her stomach,” the portly woman said, laughing. “Go sit, Nicolina. I think we’re about to witness Richard pulling his hair out.”

“What did my father do?” I demanded.

“My pack thought it would be fun to join in the hunt with him. The woods are crawling with the mangey mutts. A few of them are hanging out around here, though since Sophie hasn’t invited them in, they won’t come too close. If we leave, we’re caught,” Richard growled.

“That’s not good,” I replied, leaning against the counter that divided the kitchen from the dining room. “So how do we lose them?”

“Good question. The more sensitive wolves are probably homing in on me since I can’t shut them out completely at the moment,” Richard complained. “If I had my racing sled, we could give them the slip, but that’s at home. Of course, they’re having themselves a great time.”

I scowled, drumming my fingers on the granite countertop. “What were the terms for your bet? That we both had to get somewhere? Just me? Just you?”

“I said catch us,” he replied, turning to face me. “Something in mind?”

“We could split up. You could lure them away while I make a clean getaway. Your wolves would follow you, right? I’m a little harder to track, aren’t I?”

“You are,” he agreed. “Frank and your parents know your scent, but none of the others do. You’re going to sacrifice me for victory, aren’t you?”

“Without hesitation, Mr. Murphy. You owe me. Go sacrifice yourself for our cause. You were the one who was so certain this would work.” I took a bite of my cookie. “I declare myself the winner.”

“It doesn’t work like that, Nicolina. You have to get away to win.”

“How about I take your snowmobile and you lure your pack away. I’ll drive the damned thing wherever I need to go and win. Us is plural. If they don’t catch us, I win.”

“Don’t you mean we’ll win?”

“No, I’ll win. You’re just an accomplice. The bait. The living sacrifice. The prey.” I pointed my half-eaten cookie at Richard. “My room and board is at stake.”

“Your rent? What about my jet and car?” Richard slapped his palms on the counter, leaning towards me. “I have a bigger horse in this race than you, Miss Desmond.”

“You can afford to replace your jet and your car,” I countered.

“I can, but that’s not the point.”

“It’s clear. They have to catch us both. You’re the easier one for them to hunt down. I’ll take your sled and make a run for it while you lead them all away from me. It’s perfect.”

“How many times did you crash your sled yesterday?”

“The one time didn’t count.”

Richard sighed. “The second time, however, does.”

“Then you shouldn’t have led them to us. Your fault, so you pay the consequences.”

“Fine. You take the sled and I’ll draw them off. But if you even think of damaging yourself or my sled, we’ll be having words and lots of them.” Grumbling a curse, Richard spun around, pointing at a red-haired girl in the group. “Kelly, feel like pretending to be Nicolina? You two are about the same size.”

“Sure, Mr. Murphy. Sounds like fun,” the girl replied, giggling. “Dad’s going to have a litter when he finds out.”

“Frank’s her father,” Richard explained. “Most of these kids are relatives of the pack, Nicolina. Kelly, your job is to keep your father from skinning me.”

Frank’s daughter snickered. “Keep dreaming, Mr. Murphy.”

“Hey, here’s a thought, Mr. Murphy. No one will believe it’s the girl they’re after if she goes on her own,” one of the younger boys suggested. “If she rides ahead and we tail her at distance, we can make sure she gets to Yellowknife safe and sound, then they won’t think it’s her. Your new sled is nice, but its common as hell. No one will think twice about it. They’ll just think one of us borrowed one of Sophie’s; she’s got the model from last year. No one’s going to think it’s a newer sled. They’re the same color. It’ll just be one of us heading home after coming out here to see what’s going on. Only problem is her snowsuit. If Kelly takes hers, she’ll need to take one of ours; everyone will recognize Kelly’s suit. It’s unholy pink.”

“I guess that just means one of you boys or girls gets to take over the loft for the night until someone can pick you up,” Sophie said, returning to the stove to flip bacon. “I could also drive you back in the truck.”

“She can wear mine,” another boy chimed in, dashing out of the dining area. He returned carrying a black jacket and snow pants, which he tossed to me. “Should fit.”

“Thanks,” I said, going to work pulling it on. “Can I find my way taking the trail?”

Richard sighed again. “Unfortunately. You’ll end up in Yellowknife in about four or five hours. From there, it’s a two hour ride to the lodge. There’s one trail leading to the lodge. Head east out of town. There’s a red-painted sign marking where you need to turn off. There are places to gas up in Yellowknife. When you get to the lodge, just go to the largest building and hole up in there.”

“Keys,” I demanded, holding out my hand. With a scowl, he handed over the keys to his sled.

“What about breakfast?” Sophie asked.

I shifted my weight from foot to foot. “I want to see my father’s face when I beat him fair and square.”

“Sacrificing me isn’t fair or square,” Richard grumbled.

“All’s fair in love and war,” I replied, grabbing another cookie as I headed out the door. The boy followed me, handing me his black helmet from the pile near the door.

Richard frowned, staring at me from the archway leading into the dining room. “I can’t believe I’m going along with this. Do. Not. Crash.”

“Scout’s honor,” I replied, saluting him. “Too bad I’m not a scout,” I muttered under my breath.

Taking off the towel, I wrapped my braid around my head before shoving the helmet on. Before anyone could stop me, I headed out the door, beelining for Richard’s sled.
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For being so remote, Yellowknife had a population of twenty thousand and catered to people like me, riding snowmobiles on the trail skirting the city. Careful not to remove my helmet, I used my prepaid credit card to refill both the sled and the extra tank. My head throbbed, and I was pretty sure my hair was frozen solid.

When I was ready to head out, two riders coming into the station pumped their fist at me, and I returned the gesture, hoping they were part of the gang of kids that had descended on Sophie’s place. One hopped off, jogging over to me.

“They caught Richard and Kelly half an hour ago. Danny is wearing Kelly’s suit on your sled, which Sophie fixed, giving the pack the runaround. If you ride fast and stick to the trail, you might beat them to the lodge,” the rider said without removing his helmet.

“Thanks.”

“Ride safe.”

“You as well.” I headed east until I picked up the trail, watching for the red-painted sign. When I found it, I opened the throttle, speeding along the trail, careful to keep on it instead of falling prey to another sled-eating drift.

Everything was quiet until I came into sight of a cluster of cabins ringing a log house similar to Sophie’s place but larger. Many snowmobiles were parked in front of the massive porch, with a lot of chattering men and women clustered near a group of sleds. My father held Richard by the collar, and the two were engaged in a snarling match.

Instead of parking with the rest of the sleds, I rode right up to the steps, killed the engine, and lunged up onto the porch. I darted through the door, spun around, and yanked off my helmet.

“Ha!” I tossed the helmet onto the bench next to the door. Two men gawked at me where they sat on the couch.

“You must be Desmond’s girl,” one of them said, narrowing his eyes as he looked at me. “Are you aware that your hair is covered in ice?”

“Unfortunately. Hello.” I waved, peeking out the door at my father, who was too absorbed in yelling at Richard to notice me. “How long have they been there?”

“Twenty minutes,” the man replied. “I’m Simon, Richard’s Third. This is Phillip. You’ve led the pack on a merry little hunt, Miss Desmond. Well done.”

I nodded to acknowledge him. “I’m Nicolina.”

Simon rose, walking over to join me, his gaze focused on my throat. When he was close enough I could hear his breathing, he murmured, “It seems Richard was correct in that you are fine. He did not tell us just how lovely you are.”

I backed up, grabbing the helmet I had just discarded. “That’s kind of you, but please get out of my face.”

“Leave the girl alone,” Phillip snapped. “Her father’s right outside, as is Richard.”

“Richard ain’t going to do shit about it,” Simon snarled back. “Wouldn’t have brought her here if he cared. Come on, little lady. You’ll make a lovely mate.”

I smashed my helmet into the side of his head. “I said get out of my face.”

Simon yowled, reaching for me.

“Richard!” I squealed, adjusting my grip on the helmet to strike the Fenerec again.

Instead of Richard, my father shoved through the door, grabbed me by the waist, and yanked me to him. “Nicolina,” he snarled, holding me close to him. “Are you all right?”

I dropped the helmet and squirmed in my father’s grip to put extra distance between me and Simon. “I’m fine.”

“Simon, back off,” Richard ordered, coming up behind my father. His eyes burned yellow. “She’s off limits.”

“Richard,” Simon gulped, backing away. A cut across his cheek marked where I had struck him. “I apologize.”

Richard pushed by my father, sliding in front of me. “No one touches Desmond’s puppy without my permission.” Turning to me, he scowled. “I see you found your way right into trouble, Miss Desmond. At least you did not crash my snowmobile into anything.” He paused. “You didn’t, did you?”

“And here I thought you were so clever and wouldn’t get caught,” I retorted. “I didn’t. Aren’t you supposed to be some hot-shot Alpha? You really got caught.”

“Nicolina,” my father growled. “What exactly did you think you were doing?”

“I was eliminating my rent debt and ensuring you replaced Richard’s jet. You had to catch us, and you only caught Richard. Admit it. I won.”

“So you went out the window in the middle of the night when it was freezing cold outside.”

“Oh.” I flushed, ducking my head. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

“If you ever even think of pulling a stunt like that ever again, so help me, I will make sure you regret it for the rest of your life,” my father swore. “First, you disappear. In a display of utter stupidity, Richard follows after you. On your own, you’re bad enough, but to join forces with Richard? Are you trying to frighten your mother and me to death? Worrying about you getting yourself killed out in this weather is bad enough, but I worried you’d kill Richard before we found you.”

“She gets it from you,” my mother snarled from behind me. “Nicolina Angelica Desmond, you’re in so much trouble.”

“She is in trouble, yes, because until I have my jet, she’s still my hostage,” Richard announced, setting his hands on my shoulders. “Unhand my hostage, Desmond. I seem to recall the stakes stated if I won, she was mine until the start of her next quarter, in case you have not made good on your acquisition of my replacement jet by then.”

My father growled something and, to my dismay, he released me. “We’re going to have a long talk about this, Richard.”

Richard tightened his grip on my shoulders, pulling me to him. “No jet, no Porsche, no daughter. Now you three kiss and make up so I can take my hostage to my house.”

Staring down at the floor, I swallowed and wondered if I rubbed my toe at the tile long enough if I could dig my way to China. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

“Oh, Nicolina,” my mother said, her tone lacking any of the anger from moments before. “I’m only upset because I was worried. You could have frozen to death out there.”

“Try that stunt again and I really will skin you alive,” my father swore before kissing my forehead. “Also, why is your hair frozen?”

Richard laughed. “She was so excited to leave this morning she didn’t dry her hair before stealing my snowmobile. She’ll thaw out eventually.”

“Just like her father, not thinking things through,” my mother complained.

“Wendy!”

“What? It’s true. Oh, well. I have to admit, it was a good chase. Seeing Frank’s expression when he realized his girl was with Richard instead of Nicolina was priceless.”

Richard leaned down and whispered in my ear, “Frank about had a heart attack. I’m surprised he didn’t faint. Kelly, however, had a blast. She also got a few cute photos of Frank’s expression as he clued in on what was going on. You’ll like this. One of the boys wore Kelly’s suit, and then led the rest of the pack all over the bush before he was caught, resulting in mass chaos. I have to give Sophie credit; she plays games just as good as a wolf.”

“It was easy for me. Hardly passed anyone on the real trail. Even managed to gas up without having to ask for help,” I reported, raising my fist as the two riders in Yellowknife had. Richard bumped his fist against mine. “I could get to like these snowmobiles. Yours didn’t try to kill me, not once.”

“It’s a miracle,” he grumbled.

“I’m still amazed you two didn’t kill each other,” my father stated.

I snorted, determined not to blush over what Richard had done and how I had reacted to him. “Temporary truce. A very temporary truce. Next time, I’ll find a cobra for his shoes.”

“My next glitter bomb will include real spiders,” Richard warned.

“You wouldn’t even dare.”

“Oh? Care to find out, Miss Desmond? Live spiders are easier to acquire than cobras. I could get hundreds of them.” The way Richard trailed a finger down the back of my neck birthed shivers that ran down my neck all the way to my toes. Squealing, I twisted to escape from him.

“I’ll kill you,” I swore, batting at his hand until he let me go.

“I’ll enjoy watching you try.”
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Richard Murphy has many sides, and Nicolina Desmond is dismayed to discover that he truly has the patience of a hunting wolf and his pranks are just as nefarious as hers. When the bodies of Fenerec turn up in her back yard, however, she might have to kill again, and her target is none other than Yellowknife’s injured Alpha.
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While Nicolina is relieved to have survived her first quarter at Stanford, there are still a few surprises left in store for her, leaving her with a lot more questions than answers… and an extra mouth to feed.




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.
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Tangles




Between her father’s plans to subject her to a trip to Yellowknife and the matted ruins of her hair, Nicolina’s life has become a tangled mess. When help comes from an unexpected source, she’s forced to look at herself and her worst enemy in a different light.




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.
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The Power of a Word




Despite all of her efforts and carefully cultivated hatred for Richard Murphy, Nicolina Desmond craves his company—and more. Determined to choose her own fate, she puts Richard to the test, and discovers what sort of man he is.




Bonds




Richard prepares himself for a lifetime of hunting Nicolina so he might claim her as his mate. However, Desmond’s daughter has plans of her own, and he has once again become her prey.




The Value of a Life




With the full moon on the rise, Nicolina has more than thralled wolves to worry about. Fearing what her father will do if he ever learns she has staked her claim on Yellowknife’s Alpha, she hides her love and affection for Richard in the only way she knows how. To mask their mingling scents, she unleashes a cologne apocalypse in his bedroom.




With her new mate hunting with his wolves, she takes the opportunity to get to know his brother. But when a jealous wolf bent on destroying what Richard holds dear comes calling, Nicolina must decide for herself the true value of a life—and whether or not she is willing to kill to protect those her mate loves. 




Shattered




Richard’s worst nightmare has come true. No longer able to feel his brother in the pack bonds and fearing for his mate’s life, he relinquishes control of Yellowknife’s pack to Desmond, hoping he’s not too late to save what little of his family he has left.




In order to save his brother, Nicolina has killed once again. This time, however, she has shattered under the strain of taking another’s life. Should Richard make a single mistake, he may be left as the lone survivor—or fall victim to her silver bullets.


Titles by RJ Blain




Witch & Wolf (Urban Fantasy)




Inquisitor

Winter Wolf

Blood Diamond




Other titles from the Witch & Wolf World (UF)




Tales of the Winter Wolf




Volume One

Volume Two

Volume Three

Volume Four

Volume Five




Omnibus - Volumes One-Five




Beneath a Blood Moon (UF, Standalone, Nov 2015)




Requiem for the Rift King (Epic Fantasy)




Storm Without End

Storm Surge




The Fall of Erelith (Fantasy)




The Eye of God


Winter Wolf




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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