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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.




~~*~~




I didn’t realize how wealthy Richard was until I saw his house.

His home’s multiple levels cascaded down a mountainous cliffside to meet the trail at the bottom. While pine and birch groves littered the surrounding valleys, nature didn’t dare to approach his doorstep. Covered bushes—likely Richard’s prized roses—lined the walkway, waiting for spring.

Richard parked his snowmobile among the others littering the end of the trail, grabbing a tarp from a covered bin to protect it from the snow and ice. While I gawked, he lifted my helmet off my head, tucking it under his arm.

“That’s not a house, it’s a fortress,” I informed him. “Where are the cannons?”

“Hidden behind secret trap doors so invaders are taken completely by surprise,” he replied. “I’m pretty sure there’s even a trebuchet up there somewhere.”

“Let me guess: you crashed your jet trying to land it, got bored, and had someone build you a castle so you could pretend to lord over Canada until it was repaired.”

“Hardly. The house owned by the previous Alpha was a piece of shit and couldn’t fit the kids during the winter full moons, so when I inherited it, I tore it down and expanded it.” Richard led the way to the front door, which was flanked by a pair of stone lions. “He was a cheap, greedy bastard. Maybe if he had done his job right in the first place, a lot of things would be different.”

I flinched, swallowed, and in my desperation to change the subject, I pointed at the statues. “Really, Richard? Lions? I can’t go into a house guarded by cats. Nope. I have a strict no-cat policy.”

“Fortunately, these cats won’t break free of their stone cocoons unless provoked or summoned.”

“Great. Feline gargoyles. Next you’ll tell me they can fly,” I muttered.

Digging out his keys, he unlocked the front door, stepping aside to let me in. “Ladies first.”

“You really lock your doors out here? What, are you afraid a moose will come barging in?” I eased my way past the lions, and once I was by them, I stuck my tongue out at the statues before hopping inside the house.

Richard’s front door led to China. Paper lanterns decorated with koi and dragons hung from golden chains, illuminating the foyer in a red glow. Black lacquer mirrors painted with golden trees and dragons lined the walls. The black and gold marble floor was offset with a red and orange rug depicting a phoenix. The benches flanking the door were of redwood and black leather with golden stitching.

“Well, that explains the lions,” I spluttered.

“It seemed fitting at the time.” Richard rolled his shoulders and winced before peeling out of his snowsuit and boots. One of the mirrors hid a walk-in closet filled with winter gear, shoes, and boots. “Hand me your stuff. I’ll hang it up.”

“There were a lot of snowmobiles outside. Where is everyone?” Shucking out of the suit, I handed it to Richard, who shook it out and hung it on the rack next to his. I kicked off my boots, which thunked to the rubber mat serving as the closet’s floor.

“The second level, which has the majority of the guest rooms and everything needed to keep the kids amused for the next few days. It also limits the destruction to one section of the house. The second floor is also where the kitchen and dining room are, although there is a kitchenette up on the top floor as well.” Richard sighed, shaking his head. “The fourth floor is where Alex and I live. Our offices are up there, as well as a few guest bedrooms. You’ll be staying there unless you want to join the others.”

“So what are this floor and the third floor for?”

“Hell if I know. I think I was drunk when I had this house designed. There’s a sitting room, a den, and a library down here, as well as an entertainment room plus bar. In the summer, you can reach the back yard and garden from here. The third floor has the pool and not much else.”

“You have a pool in the house?” I blurted.

“Are you kidding? It has to be in the house or it’d just be an ice rink most of the year.” Richard shook his head, heading into the next room. “I have plenty of swimsuits if you’d like to swim. You’ll probably have the pool all to yourself once the full moon rises. The kids will be too busy with their scavenger hunts and other games to bother with the pool.”

China made way for a hallway depicting India, featuring tapestries of elephants and birds brought to life through elaborate beadwork. Chandeliers fashioned into golden lotuses hung from the ceiling. A lotus-themed mosaic in blue, red, and gold decorated the floor. Instead of proper doorways, steepled arches and beaded curtains led into the adjacent rooms.

“Were you drunk or infected with a severe case of wanderlust?”

“Possibly both. I haven’t been to China or India. Maybe one day. Do you mind waiting for the complete tour later? I don’t know about you, but I’m tired, and as soon as people figure out I’m back, I’ll be lucky to get any sleep at all,” Richard grumbled.

Something bothered me about Richard’s request, but I couldn’t quite figure out what. In Seattle, Richard and Frank had spoken of Yellowknife with affection, but all I heard in the Alpha’s voice was dread. “Later’s fine.”

“I’ll show you how to get to the pool level at the very least. There’s a hot tub there, which should be about as good as a jacuzzi. Yes, there is a jacuzzi, but it’s in my bedroom. This staircase goes to the third floor only.” Richard grinned at me, slipping through a beaded curtain featuring glass dolphins, glittering spheres, and white birds. A door waited beyond, and Richard opened it by punching in a code on a keypad. A staircase curved upwards.

Windows set into the staircase looked out over the brush and trees. The door at the top was painted in a seashell and ocean motif, and it also required a code.

When I thought of an indoor swimming pool, I imagined the concrete and tile monstrosities found in many schools. Instead, the lagoon of a long-lost island stretched out before me with stony shores and palm trees arching over the clear water. A mural of a jungle landscape decorated one wall while the others were hidden by dense tropical foliage.

“On the other side of the mural is a window. In the late spring, I open it up so those swimming can enjoy the view outside.” Richard followed a stone path around the edge of the pool, ducking beneath palm fronds to a door hidden behind the waterfall. “You can dive from the falls if you’d like. The water’s plenty deep. The shallow end is four feet, though, so be mindful of that.”

“Holy shit, Richard. This is insane. How the hell do you afford the electricity for this?”

“My, my. Aren’t you a mindful lady today? The roof is covered with solar panels. Winter’s pricey, but the panels more than cover the costs for the rest of the year. The lodge is also rigged with solar panels to help offset costs. Here are the changing rooms; you can find swimsuits in the closet. If there isn’t a name tag on the hanger, it’s free for you to use. Just hang your towel when you’re done with it.”

“If I kill you, can I have your pool?”

“No, but if you marry me, you can have the whole house,” he countered, winking at me.

Heat washed over my cheeks. “You really want to die, don’t you? You really do. You have a death wish. Maybe I’ll hang you upside down from the waterfall and let the water slough all your skin from your body.”

“You get points for creativity.”

“Just give me some time, I’ll come up with something better,” I grumbled.

“The hot tub is through that door if you want to use it. Fourth floor is this way.”

At first, I didn’t see the door until Richard tapped in a code on a keypad on the wall. When it popped open, Richard pushed through, holding it for me. A staircase led up to the next floor. “I’ll give you codes soon. There are six different codes you can enter, two of which are emergency codes for the alarm system. Everyone has their own set of codes so I can track who was where in the house. You’ll have more codes than most, since you’ll be allowed on the fourth floor. I may give you a master code for the entire house, if I have the time to program it in.”

“Emergency codes?”

“Rutting wolves don’t necessarily make wise decisions. If you input the code, the alarm system will emit the equivalent of a dog whistle. Fenerec can hear it, Normals can’t, and its range is pretty damned far. The sound should carry to the pack, which’ll warn us of trouble. There are two versions of the code which output a different variant of the sound. It’ll also notify the lodge. One code will notify the police. One code will not.” Richard paused at the stop of the steps, inputting another code. “This floor is typically off limits. Generally, only Alex and I come up here, but I thought you’d feel safer and more comfortable if you could make yourself a den without anyone intruding on you. Alex’ll be staying with the kids for the next few days.”

“And you’ll be with your pack.”

“Bingo. I’ll be blunt, Nicolina. Simon fucked up. He shouldn’t have even approached you, let alone have gotten close enough to force you to beat him off with your helmet. If you see him around here over the next few days, you punch in one of the emergency codes. No one is supposed to come near my house around the full moon during the winter, not without my permission.”

“Simon doesn’t have a mate.”

“Simon might be dominant, but he’s a world-class asshole who is a little too damned good at toeing the line. You have your dagger?”

“No, I didn’t bring it with me,” I admitted.

Richard growled, and his eyes glinted with yellow. “Then I’ll loan you a gun. I’ll expect you to keep it with you at all times. Simon’s young enough I don’t trust him or his wolf. Hell, I don’t trust any unmated wolves with you.”

“Even you?” I countered, scowling at him.

“If a wolf approaches you that you don’t want approaching you, you shoot him until he stops moving—and yes, that includes me.”




~~*~~




The fourth floor of Richard’s house felt like a home, trading extravagant luxury for worn simplicity. Like Sophie’s place, bookshelves served as the primary source of decor, with thousands of novels, textbooks, and magazines to choose from. Tattered rugs, carpeting worn in places, and leather couches roughened with age conspired to give the room a welcoming atmosphere.

Richard didn’t make it out of the first room before collapsing onto a couch, propping his feet up on the glass-topped coffee table. “Code is six-seven-three-nine-eight-nine to access the gun safe. It’s in there.” He pointed at a door tucked into the corner. “Choice of Beretta, Beemiller, or Glock. Magazines and clips are under each of the guns. Silver’s in the drawers on the lowest shelf. They’re solid shot instead of hollow point, so don’t count on the extra damage if you use it. They’ll get the job done, though, so don’t worry about that.”

Behind the door was another door, one made of steel. I punched in the code. A beep preceded the click of it unlocking. I pulled it open, whistling at the wealth of weaponry hidden within the safe, which proved to be larger than my bedroom. “You could equip an army with this. Why so many guns?”

“Most of the rifles are for hunting. I hold them for those in the pack who don’t want their guns near their kids. Some of the veterans and military personnel in the area also have kids and didn’t want their weapons anywhere near their families, so I hold them. I’m licensed for all of them, so it made sense. The ammunition safe is downstairs, with the exception of the three handguns. They’re the emergency weapons.”

“Right.” I grabbed the Beretta, checked the chamber for a round, and breathed a sigh of relief when it was empty. I loaded in a magazine, grabbed a holster, and buckled it in place around my hips. “I’ll take the Beretta.”

I grabbed two extra magazines with silver rounds just in case. I was almost tempted to take a full clip or two, but thought better of it.

If three magazines weren’t sufficient, I was already in a lot of trouble.

When I emerged from the safe, closing it behind me, Richard was rubbing his temples as though attempting to ward off a headache. “I’m sorry about Simon. He’s aggressive.”

“I’m not sorry I hit him.”

“Good.”

“Why are Fenerec like that? It’s like winter comes and all of their common sense vanishes in a poof of smoke.”

“Mating season,” Richard replied, sighing heavily. “It’s particularly difficult for younger Fenerec who haven’t quite figured out how to suppress their wolf’s instincts.”

I chose a couch nearby, sitting on the arm. “I figured that much out over the past few years with the Fenerec my father invited to our house.”

“Well, your father invited me to keep the Fenerec away,” Richard grumbled. “I’m supposed to be old enough to control myself.”

“You have him fooled. You’re about as mature as the average ten year old. Glitter bombs and stuffed spiders?”

“Hey, it worked. I’m sure all of your neighbors heard your screams.”

“Why don’t you want my sister?” I asked, watching him for his reaction.

Richard ran his hand through his hair, scratching his scalp. “You don’t pull your punches, do you? If I tell you, you won’t like the answer. You’re armed, and I know full well how good of a shot you are. I’d rather not end up with a bullet in my head today.”

“I solemnly swear I will not shoot you for answering my question.”

“You really want to know why?” He stood, the muscles of his cheek twitching. “Fine, I’ll show you. You may as well see the chaos, and if I don’t tell Alex I’m here, he’ll skin me alive. Come on. You may as well see the second floor.”

“The second floor? Where the kids are?”

“Exactly. Not all of them are kids, of course. There are plenty of teens your age. There’s also one pregnant mom and a miscellaneous assortment of adults, including Phillip’s mate, who is a nurse. Phillip was the wolf with Simon at the lodge. Last count, there’s a group of forty down there getting ready for one of the biggest sleepover parties of the year, the first of three.” Richard headed to a door across the room which had a keypad similar to the one leading to the third floor. “This door goes straight to the second floor.”

Tapping in a code, he opened the door and held it for me. I went through, taking the steps two at a time to the bottom. Reaching over my shoulder, Richard tapped in another code.

Sounds assaulted my ears, including shrill laughter, the murmur of conversation, and the occasional squeal. The door opened to a kitchen pantry stocked to feed an entire army for a year.

“Secret door in the kitchen pantry? Seriously, Richard?”

“Out of sight, out of mind. It also doesn’t waste space in here. As an added bonus, it startles people when Alex or I pop out of the pantry.”

“Richard Murphy, the Trickster God.”

“Beats being the Vehicular Death Goddess,” he countered, crossing the pantry to crack open the door. He stepped out into a spacious kitchen, and the conversation beyond came to a halt. “Any rumors of my demise have been exaggerated,” he announced.

“Oh, great. Who let you in here?” Alex demanded.

I poked my head out of the pantry. “Sorry, Alex. I tried to kill him, but he kept getting away.”

“Ah, Nicolina. As always, you are faultless.” Alex shoved Richard aside to give me a hug. “Feeling better?”

“Much,” I replied.

The two women in the kitchen with Alex were older, their gray hair contained in buns and covered with hair nets as they worked around the stove. They watched me with narrowed eyes.

While they acknowledged Richard with smiles, neither looked any higher up than his chin.

“Is there any reason you’re wearing Richard’s gun?” Alex asked, bending over to inspect the weapon. “That is yours, isn’t it, Richard?”

“Simon thought he’d try to sneak a nip at her at the lodge,” Richard said, his voice rumbling as though he was on the verge of growling.

Alex’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

Drawing a deep breath, Richard let it out in a slow, long exhale. “Very serious. Seeing as Miss Desmond responded by grabbing her helmet and smacking him in the face with it, she’ll be staying on the fourth floor with directions to shoot should anyone get into her personal space again without permission.”

Both of the women flinched but remained silent.

“Shit, Simon’s probably having a litter right now,” Alex muttered.

“Which is why she’s going to be staying upstairs.”

“You don’t think he’ll try to cause a problem, do you?”

Richard snorted, startling both of the women into retreating several steps. They exchanged looks, mumbled something I couldn’t understand, but after Richard acknowledged them with a nod, they made their escape.

At the other end of the kitchen, which opened up to a living room, curious kids and teens gathered to watch, though none of them dared to cross where the hardwood made way for tile.

“I know he’ll try and cause a problem. Simon does exactly what Simon wants to do. If he doesn’t show up here at some point, I’ll be astonished. I’m sorely tempted to just put the house on lockdown until after the full moon. Maybe he’ll get the point without one of us having to deal with him permanently.”

Alex flinched. “Running out of strikes?”

“He came about five seconds from being out of them at the lodge. Dominant or not, if he can’t control himself or his wolf, he’ll be a risk to the entire pack. You will need to be careful, Alex. You know how he feels about you.”

“I know. He’s made no secret about his belief that only Fenerec belong in the pack.” Glancing over his shoulder at the adjacent room, Alex shook his head. “If he tried for Nicolina, she’s probably at more risk than I am.”

“Why settle for one or the other when he could have both?”

I grimaced at the worn, tired quality of Richard’s voice. “But if he’s such a problem, why is he your Third?”

“He’s my Third because he had the strength and ambition to become it. If an opportunity knocked, he wouldn’t object to taking my place, Nicolina.”

Luke had wanted Richard’s place as well, and I hadn’t hesitated long when I had seen the wolf fighting my father in our living room. I should have felt more remorse for taking someone’s life, but if I hadn’t fired, my father might have died. Richard certainly would have, and I couldn’t accept that. If anyone was going to finish Richard off, it’d be me.

The idea of Simon coming to the house during the full moon worried me. I had Richard’s gun, but would I be able to fire it again if needed? Could I handle watching someone die again because of me?

I didn’t know.




~~*~~




Those Richard protected in his home wore fake smiles and offered kind words but kept their distance. There was none of the cheek kissing I had witnessed at Sophie’s place or any sign of the casual friendship he shared with Jessica and Al. The children and teens found somewhere else to be, and when they did come close to Yellowknife’s Alpha, they stole glances when they thought he wasn’t looking.

Like my sister, not one of them dared to look higher than Richard’s chin, leaving me and Alex the only ones willing to make eye contact with him.

By the time he finished showing me the second floor, which was a dormitory with several large gaming rooms, an arcade, and a home theatre capable of seating a hundred, I was weighing the advantages and disadvantages of saying all of the unpleasant things in the forefront of my thoughts.

When we returned to the kitchen, the audience had thinned to the adults and some of the older teens.

I clenched my hands into fists, and careful to keep my tone neutral, I asked, “Richard, what do you think you’re doing?”

He turned to face me, his expression puzzled. “What do you mean, Nicolina?”

Alex clamped his hand over my mouth. “Perhaps we should talk upstairs.”

It took every bit of my willpower to not bite Alex, his hand muffling my protests at being silenced. Richard frowned, reached over, and peeled his brother’s fingers away from my mouth. “Don’t worry so much, Alex. What did you want to say, Nicolina?”

I jabbed my finger at Richard’s shoulder. He dodged, catching hold of my wrist with a faint smile. “Someone’s annoyed at something.”

“I think you need to be thrown in the pool,” I snapped.

“Now that is something I’d like to see you try. Why do I deserve to be tossed in the pool?”

“You’re just… you’re…” Aware of the people watching me, I didn’t want to come out and say how rude I thought they were being, but I hated the subdued way Richard was behaving.

If they had the courage to look him in the eyes, they’d see his glazed, deadened expression.

“Upstairs,” Alex repeated, giving me a push towards the pantry. “It’s not what you think.”

Richard frowned, shrugged, and after a wave at those who hadn’t found somewhere else to be, he herded us into the pantry and closed the door before punching in a code to open the access to upstairs. “She can say what she wants, Alex.”

“Sure, she can. She could also say the right thing for exactly the wrong reason and end up ostracized by the entire community. That wouldn’t go over so well, now would it?” Waiting for Richard to head upstairs, Alex nudged me through the door. “You’re upset because he’s acting like he broke a Ming vase in his own house, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” I hissed through clenched teeth.

“It’s not like that,” Richard grumbled.

Snickering, Alex pushed me up the stairs. “Yes, it is.”

“Do you want thrown into the pool, Alex?”

“I’m sure you’ll do it anyway.”

While the two brothers bickered, I considered why we had gone to the second floor in the first place. Something about their reaction to him was related to his lack of interest in my twin. However, the only things I had noticed were their distance and the way they refused to look him in the eyes.

No one wanted to challenge an Alpha. I did it because it annoyed Richard, and I liked the way he bristled. Lisa didn’t keep much distance from Richard, as shameless as my mother and father in touching him when he was a wolf. However, like those on the second floor, she kept her eyes lowered. I was pretty certain she sneaked peeks when she thought he wasn’t looking.

He was, by far, the best looking man our father had ever brought home for us.

“Is it always like that, Alex?” I demanded.

“They’ll relax after the full moon. He’ll come crawling home after the pack hunt and collapse on a couch downstairs. They’ll unwind, he’ll trap a few people who get too close, he’ll get cuddled, and he’ll be a happy wolf. It’s normal. Don’t judge them too harshly, Nicolina. The full moon worries them—especially those who are old enough to understand what’s going on. With Simon acting up, they have reason to worry. Richard doesn’t have a mate either, and they know it. Really, they probably think you’re insane for being anywhere near him right now.”

“Did they not notice I have his gun?”

“They probably think it’s weird you look comfortable carrying it with you. That’s not exactly normal for around here.”

Richard frowned. “Many people around here don’t like guns, though they make exceptions for hunting rifles. If they find out you’re skilled and aren’t gun shy like them, they may not be all that friendly with you.”

“So, let me guess. If they found out I shot Luke, it would be a problem,” I muttered.

“They’d probably thank you,” Alex grumbled. “Let’s not find out. Simon can’t get into the fourth floor, so you’ll be safe.”

“What about the second floor?” I demanded.

Alex stared at me, and for a long moment, I expected his eyes to turn wolf-gold before I remembered he was a Normal like me. Richard stood statue still, watching us.

“What about the second floor?” I repeated, clenching my hands into fists.

“Alex will be carrying the Glock, just in case,” Richard whispered in a tone allowing no argument. 

When Alex refused to meet Richard’s gaze, I sucked in a breath and held it. For all Alex was Normal, he was still pack with Simon.

Alex swallowed. “Let’s just hope it doesn’t come to that.”




~~*~~




Long after Alex returned to the second floor, taking the Glock with him, Richard paced, growling with each breath.

I never should have asked him about my sister. While Richard hadn’t been calm or happy before, stress etched deep lines across his brow. He halted, staring at the door leading down to the second floor.

Swallowing, I stared at my hands. “I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for, Nicolina.” Richard sighed. “It’s not your fault. You deserve to know the truth. If it makes you feel better, they treat all Fenerec like that right before the full moon. It’s smart. If anything, you’re the one taking stupid risks.”

“Stupid risks,” I echoed, clenching my hands into fists. “I’m not a doormat.”

Richard sank down on the couch. “I’m not interested in your sister because from the instant she came down the stairs, I knew. If I wanted her, I could have her.”

The truth hurt. Bristling at the no-nonsense way he spoke, I flexed my hands before sitting on them so I wouldn’t reach out and throttle the Alpha for being honest. “She’s not a slut.”

“She’s not. She’s a Fenerec-born young lady. I don’t have a mate. That’s why the distance downstairs. Not a single one of them wanted to even give a hint of interest this close to the full moon. They acted like that because I told them to. They don’t deserve to get nipped because it’s winter and I perceived an invitation that wasn’t there. Trust me, I get nipped at often enough to know what it’s like.” Stretching out his legs, Richard planted his feet on the coffee table. “Fortunately, there are no new bitches in the pack this year, so I’m safe.”

“You’re safe?” I twisted around to face him, my eyes widening. “You’re safe?”

The corners of his mouth turned up in a smile. “Did you think nipping only worked one way, Miss Desmond? Trust me on this, a lady can get her way just as easily as a rutting male in winter.”

I flushed. That was exactly what I had thought. Determined not to embarrass myself any further, I clenched my teeth so I wouldn’t say another word.

“Females are just as prone to rutting as males. There are just far fewer female Fenerec. Right now, my pack has four unmated bitches, and all of them are below the age of twenty. It wouldn’t surprise me if I have at least ten proposals for Sasha by tomorrow. I’ll reject them all, with one exception.”

I sucked in a breath at the thought of the girl. “But she’s twelve.”

“Didn’t your father teach you any of this? Jesus, Desmond’s an idiot sometimes.” Richard ran his hands through his hair, making a frustrated noise in his throat. “He should have told you this years ago. You really don’t know?”

My father had explained what the rutting males would do—not that we could instigate such intimacy ourselves. I flushed, and for a long moment, I stared at Richard’s throat. If I wanted Richard, was it as simple as nipping him in the same way the visiting Fenerec had nipped me?

“I’m not asking him,” I spluttered, the heat from my embarrassment spreading down my neck.

If I talked to either my mother or my father, they’d think I was interested in doing exactly what Lisa did, which would result in a revival of the endless stream of rutting suitors. I didn’t want strangers nipping me.

Shivering, I shook my head. “If I ask them, they’ll take it the wrong way.”

“This talk either needs coffee, alcohol, or both,” Richard mumbled, standing. “Why don’t I show you the kitchenette?”

Drawing a deep breath to steady my nerves, I nodded and rose, following him out of the room.

What Richard considered a kitchenette was roughly the size of my apartment at Stanford. I gawked at the elegant yet rustic decor, the stainless appliances, and the granite countertops. One corner of the room was taken up by a stone and brick fireplace.

There was an island with stools, much like the one at home in Seattle.

The table, however, bothered me. It was tucked in the corner near the fireplace with two stools, its wood dulled and gouged from age. Something about it felt out of place, although I couldn’t quite tell what. It had a loved, often-used feel to it.

“If this is a kitchenette, I’m afraid to ask what you think a real kitchen is.”

“What we have at the lodge,” Richard replied, going to work brewing a pot of coffee. “Six can cook in that thing without bumping into each other once. It even has four stoves. During the summer, having seventy or eighty people around is normal. Last year, we had almost three hundred people there for Labor Day.”

“That’s insane.”

“It was. I didn’t even know I was hosting a party. Frank, Tully, Alicia, and Vivian suckered me. I’m sure there are pictures,” he grumbled. “I know there are pictures, because I have some of them. They’re all embarrassing.”

“Show me,” I demanded, grabbing a stool and sitting at the island.

Richard glanced at me, smiled, and shook his head. “I don’t know, Miss Desmond. They’re really embarrassing pictures.”

“I will get my hands on those pictures,” I promised him, narrowing my eyes. “If you won’t cooperate, I’m sure Frank will. Sasha seems nice, maybe I could ask her to ask her father for them.”

“You play dirty, Miss Desmond. What do you want in your coffee?”

“All coffee tastes terrible.”

“Well, will your coffee taste terrible with or without liquor?” Richard asked, opening a cupboard to reveal a staggering collection of bottles. “I have four types of cream liquors, more whisky than you can shake a stick at, three chocolate liquors, and a variety of other types of liquor coffee plays nice with. At least, I think they do. I’ve been told this is the case, but I have not done any trials to determine if it’s true. I’m sure this province has a drinking age, but I’m also certain I have selective memory loss right now.”

“I thought you didn’t drink much.” I leaned over the counter, whistling at the vast quantity of alcohols. “You must have some wild nights here, Mr. Murphy.”

“Most of them are unopened. I swear, I end up going to the liquor store and buying something I don’t have just because I don’t have it. I don’t know what half of this stuff tastes like. I keep it just in case I’m hosting business up here for some reason. I couldn’t keep it on the second floor.”

I snorted. “With a house full of teens? They’d have a new theme song in about thirty minutes. Could have been the whisky, might have been the gin…”

Richard laughed, picking a tall, thin bottle from the cupboard. “Chocolate makes everything taste better.”

A smart girl would have said no. A smart girl would have run away. Instead, I nodded my approval of his statement and replied, “If chocolate can’t make coffee taste better, nothing can.”

Either measuring was too much work or Richard simply didn’t care. He poured some of the dark brown liquor into each mug before topping it off with coffee. He slid one to me, hooking a stool with his foot and dragging it to his side of the counter. “Did your father and mother really not tell you anything about winter rut?”

I took a sip of the coffee. Chocolate did improve the coffee’s bitter taste, though I had a feeling it’d take a lot more of the liquor to make it something I’d enjoy drinking. “Dad’s the live and learn type. Mom’s not all that different. She’s the go with the flow and like it type.”

Richard took a sip, sighed, and replied, “I take it your sister liked it, but you did not.”

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

“I could have let Sasha start looking for a mate seriously when she turned eleven—a year after she became a Fenerec. I usually won’t perform the ritual on Fenerec-born children any younger than eleven, not unless it’s really necessary,” Richard said, running his finger along the rim of his mug.

“The ritual. That’s how someone becomes a Fenerec?”

“Correct. Interested people petition their sponsor—the person who wants to bring them into the pack. I talk with them, have a look at their situation, and try to figure out if they really mean it. If they don’t, it’s lethal, Nicolina. You have to want to become one of us or you die trying. There’s no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Do or die. If you really want it, it works. If you don’t, well, you won’t live to learn from your mistake.”

“Holy shit. That’s crazy.”

“I don’t like killing people, so I try to make sure they really want it. I wouldn’t have even considered the ritual for Sasha for another two or three years had the circumstances been different.” Richard drummed his fingers on his mug.

“Then why? If you wanted to wait, why did you make her a Fenerec?”

“This doesn’t leave this room,” Richard said, meeting my gaze.

“I won’t talk,” I promised.

“It isn’t uncommon for Fenerec to have Normal mates. Some choose to become Fenerec later in life, some don’t. Alicia was one of the ones who chose to remain a Normal. She wanted children, Tully did as well. They wanted lots of children. Changing forms causes miscarriage. So, they were going to wait, have a few puppies, and then she was going to become a Fenerec. It’s hard enough for Normals to carry Fenerec-born to term.”

“Fenerec women can’t have kids?” I blurted, going cold from shock and dismay.

Richard shook his head. “No, they can. It’s just not easy. They have to resist the change through the moons after the first month or two of pregnancy. It usually takes a really dominant male or a witch to help them. In the pack, it’s my job to keep the mother and puppy safe. After the baby is born, the mother often stays a wolf for a few weeks, leaving the father to take care of the puppy while she recovers. It’s really hard on a mated pair. To make matters worse, males don’t like being far from their mate, often requiring an intervention so the puppy gets the best care possible. Once again, that’s my job, since most males won’t trust anyone other than their Alpha or their mate with their newborn puppy. During the late fall, the second floor sometimes becomes a nursery.”

I took a sip of my coffee, wondering what my mother and father had gone through so my sister and I could be born. I couldn’t even imagine it. “That’s crazy.”

“Alicia and Sasha underwent the ritual together. Tully was out of town doing some business for me. He’s a worrier, so I offered to stay with them for the weekend. Alicia was restless, so I took them for a walk along the lake.”

Richard chewed on his lip, clutching his mug as though it were a lifeline. “I was carrying Sasha, which wasn’t unusual. As a Normal, she had asthma—at least, I thought she had asthma. Alicia did as well. That night I found out it wasn’t asthma.”

“What was it?” I whispered.

“Cystic fibrosis, and both of them had it. Alicia confessed she had been sneaking doctor’s visits for treatment for the both of them when Tully was away. She hadn’t told Tully she was sick. Anyway, the treatments weren’t working. They had given Sasha six months.”

I clapped my hands over my mouth. “Oh my God.”

“Alicia wanted me to perform the ritual on Sasha. She said she couldn’t keep going with the lies, telling Tully everything was okay and trying to believe it. So, I took them to a secluded spot, away from where the Normals go. I performed the ritual on Sasha. What Alicia hadn’t told me is that she had already been given her six months as well—more than five months ago. Once Sasha was a wolf, Alicia… just stopped. It was like someone had pulled her plug.”

“Are you saying Sasha’s mom died?” I demanded. “But you said they underwent the ritual together.”

“They did. Shifting as fast as possible hurts like you wouldn’t believe, so you know. So, Sasha was a wolf—a tiny little puppy not even sure how to stand on four paws yet. Fenerec don’t normally bleed when we change—only when a change takes too long or we try to hurry it. Well, I shifted so fast I about killed myself doing it. CPR’s risky to begin with, but Sasha’s mom wasn’t breathing, and I couldn’t let Tully’s mate die without doing something about it. We say you can’t force the ritual on someone, but it’s not technically true. It can be done in a near-death situation.”

“What happened?”

“I forced the ritual on Alicia while giving her CPR to keep her alive long enough to do it. She wasn’t conscious to agree, but it worked. Next thing I know, it’s the next day, Tully’s ready to skin me for a pelt, and his mate’s standing over me growling while his daughter—still a little, clumsy puppy—was bouncing around him wanting to play because she could without wheezing for the first time in her life. There are pictures of that, too. It worked out—barely.”

“You cause trouble wherever you go, don’t you?” I accused.

“I don’t cause the trouble. It finds me.” Richard took a sip of his coffee, grabbed the bottle of chocolate liquor, and added more to his mug. “Some more? If you don’t tell anyone, I won’t.”

“Sharing is caring,” I replied, holding out my hand for the bottle, which he gave to me. “Can I have a glass? I want to try it without the coffee contaminating it.”

Richard got up, went to the cabinet, and pulled out a shot glass, which he slid to me. “The stuff packs a punch, so don’t have too much.”

“Warning acknowledged and ignored,” I replied, pouring a splash into the glass so I could sip at it. Chocolate liquor was heaven and hell rolled together. It burned all the way down my throat. “Better than Dad’s turpentine at least.”

Planting his elbows on the counter, Richard leaned towards me, his eyes narrowed. “So, your parents tossed you into the deep end and expected you to swim. Well, to answer your earlier question, yes, females can initiate things the same way males can.”

I flushed. “Oh.”

“He probably didn’t tell you much of anything, did he? Typical. I’m assuming you know nothing, so be patient with me if I tell you something you already know.” Richard frowned, watching me.

I nodded, waving at him to continue.

“Fenerec and Fenerec-born bitches mature faster than Normals, both mentally and physically. At fifteen, you’re easily the match for any adult human woman. You’re smart, you’re stable, and you probably won’t grow another inch to save your life. You were probably the tallest girl in your class until you reached maturity. I’d guess at eleven, if that’s when your father started bringing the puppies around.”

I swallowed, wondering if I could get away with taking a long swig of the alcohol straight from the bottle. Embarrassed, I stared down at the gray and pink granite countertop. “I was hoping I’d get a little taller,” I complained, sighing in resignation. “I’m doomed to be short, aren’t I?”

Picking up his mug, he tapped his against mine. “Let’s just say I won’t ever be a contender for the high jump competition myself. Fenerec-born puppies begin adolescence at around age seven. I’ll spare you the details, but by the time you were eleven, you were a match for the average sixteen year old—those with Normal parents, that is. Most go through school at a normal rate of progression, but you’re the perfect example of a Fenerec-born bitch who chose to act her mental age instead of her physical one.”

“But people know I’m a minor when they see me,” I protested.

“Also part of being Fenerec-born. You’ll probably fill out a little in the next few years, and your face will mature, but in all ways that matters, you were a full-grown adult at thirteen. Most thirteen year olds are equivalent to eighteen.”

“And the boys are the same way?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“So why bring over so many boys for the winter? I mean, Lisa enjoys the sex. Okay, fine, so she really likes it. But she’s never wanted anything more than that.”

Richard drained his mug of coffee, shoved it aside, and slumped over the island. “I can’t believe we’re talking about this.”

“I just want to know what the point is.”

“If those puppies were smart, they would keep their pants zipped up and try to actually court you instead of jumping into bed for a wild night,” he grumbled. “Mating bonds only take hold if both parties want it. Sometimes it’s an instinctual wanting, but there you have it. End of story. If you or your sister just think of it as a night of sex, that’s exactly what you’ll get out of it. But, maybe that’s why your father and mother didn’t tell you about it. Ignorance is a good way to prevent a mating bond from taking hold, although it’s not a guarantee. Desmond’s too clever for his own good sometimes.”

Richard growled something under his breath, drumming his fingers on the granite.

“Okay.” I flushed, wondering if I really wanted to know the answer to my next question—and if I was brave enough to ask Richard.

“From my understanding, you’ve been avoiding the winter rut as much as possible, trying to make yourself unappealing to hopeful males,” Richard stated, resting his cheek on his arm, head tilted so he could stare up at me.

His brown eyes were flecked with gold.

“I do not like being treated like a cheap whore.”

Richard snickered. “I can’t imagine you allowing anyone to treat you like a cheap anything.”

Burning with embarrassment, I considered pouring my coffee over his head. Instead, I drank it all, treating it as I had my father’s Scotch. “I hate it. They say hello, play nice to Dad, and come upstairs, confident they’ll get exactly what they want, and they do. All they have to do is take a nip, and that’s it. I become a cheap whore. To make matters worse, I’m the unwanted seconds compared to my sister.”

“You’re not a cheap whore.”

“Says who?”

“Anyone with half a brain and a single grain of common sense. There’s a very, very simple way to put an end to it, Miss Desmond,” Richard said, grabbing the chocolate liquor, twisting off the cap, and filling my shot glass. He slid it to me before splashing some more alcohol into his mug.

I took the glass, and because drinking beat crying, I shot it back. “How?”

Richard sighed, sipping at his mug before taking the chocolate liquor, turning around, and placing it on the counter behind him. “You say no. Scrunch your shoulders, duck your chin, and tell them no. No is a powerful word, Miss Desmond. Use it.”

“It can’t be that easy.”

Snorting, Richard lowered his chin, lifting his shoulders to make accessing his neck difficult, and watched me. “I will sit here. Try to reach my neck—don’t bite or nip, just try to poke me with your nose. Try it. I promise you it’s not easy.”

I stood. While the alcohol was making my head feel a bit numb and tingly, I circled the island, narrowing my eyes as I looked at his throat. “The back of your neck’s exposed.”

“The nerves you want to hit aren’t there. If you wanted to kill me, yes, I’d be in trouble,” he replied, turning on his stool to face me. He clasped his hands on his lap and waited. “Please don’t; it hurts enough.”

“So you want me to touch my nose to the side of your neck.”

“Exactly. Don’t worry. You’re not going to do anything doing that. It’s just for demonstration.”

“Fine.” Narrowing my eyes, I dipped my head down, trying to jab my nose at his neck. He tilted his head. Our foreheads collided. I yelped, slapping my hands over my brow. “Ouch.”

“With my shoulders scrunched up like this, you could try all night, and I’d just have to turn my head to avoid your teeth. If you wanted to touch my neck without me wanting you to, you’d have to wrestle with me. Force me. But, unless the Fenerec is on the verge of running wild or really lost in the rut, a simple no will suffice. We take so many precautions around the full moon because, well, Fenerec are strong, stubborn, and stupid. To make matters worse, we’re strong, stubborn, stupid, and fast, so you could get nipped before you had a chance to say no.”

“Oh.”

“That’s really all you need to know, Nicolina. Say no. Hunch your shoulders, glare, and say no. If one tries to advance on you, shoot him. If you aren’t in a position to shoot him, scream. But say no. You always have a choice.”

“Mom and Dad told me to scream at the hotel if you tried anything,” I muttered, biting my lip as I remembered his touch on my throat. “They said if I did, though, we would be sharing a bed in the same room with them.”

Richard shuddered. “Thank you for not screaming.” With a sigh, he relaxed his shoulders.

While I never would match a Fenerec for speed, I darted forward before he could defend himself against me, pressing my nose to his neck. “I win.”

“Clever girl,” he muttered.

“I like that movie,” I said, bumping his neck with my nose. “I won, so what’s my prize?”

“We were wagering on this?”

“You said you could guard your neck all night long. Yet here we are. My nose is touching your throat. You lose, Mr. Murphy. What’s my prize?”

Richard laughed, his throat vibrating as he chuckled. “Okay, you win. What do you want?”

“Your pool,” I grumbled.

“Sorry, Miss Desmond. If you want the house, you have to marry the owner.”

“Just the pool,” I complained, flushing at the thought of owning the owner—of having Richard to myself.

“Package deal. No house, no owner, no pool. Sorry, Miss Desmond. We could, however, go for a swim in the pool and watch that movie if you’d like. I even know how to use most of the things in this kitchen if we happen to want something to eat later.”

I considered, nodded, and straightened, pulling away from him. “Very well.”

“If you’re planning on shooting me to take ownership of my house, make certain you avoid damaging the pool. I’d hate to have to explain to everyone downstairs why they’re reenacting Noah’s flood.” Richard grinned at me, standing and returning the bottle to the cupboard.

“Are we drunk enough to drown?” I pondered, browsing his selection of liquors. The bottom was a wine and champagne rack. I stooped down, pulling out one of the bottles. I recognized the label from New Year’s last year, when my mother and father gave us a glass for the evening toast. “Bubblies!”

“You’re going to be hungover if you drink that,” Richard warned.

I sighed, grabbing hold of the bottle’s neck so I could return it to the cabinet. “True.”

Richard snagged the champagne out of my hands. “Fifty-fifty, and whoever falls asleep first loses.”

“No tricks,” I snapped, glaring at him. When he gawked at me and said nothing, I blurted, “No magic hand neck trick things from you, Mr. Murphy.”

I flushed when I realized what I had said, slapping my hands over my mouth.

Pulling down two champagne flutes from the cupboard, Richard smiled at me. “I solemnly swear I will do no magic hand neck trick things, Miss Desmond. I shall be a perfect gentleman while we watch dinosaurs eat people.”

“You, perfect?” I snorted, following him out of the kitchen. “That’ll be a cold day in hell. Hey, do you have the sequels?”

“I may be guilty of such a crime,” Richard replied. “You have a choice. Uncomfortable couch with small television or a comfy bed with a big screen.”

“If I choose the comfy bed, will you fall asleep faster?”

“Inevitably.” Turning around to face me, Richard waited for my decision, arching a brow at me. When I remained silent, he asked, “Well?”

I considered my choices. Either way, I’d spend at least a few hours with Richard. I had his Beretta. I should have been worried, but I wasn’t.

If I didn’t want him touching me, he wouldn’t.

If I did, would he?

I shivered, and hoping I wasn’t about to make a very bad mistake, I murmured, “Bed.”




~~*~~




Gold, brown, and red dominated Richard’s bedroom, with the rich gold of the oak dresser contrasting with the dark browns of the bookcases lining the walls. The bedding was the same brown as his eyes, offset by the golden oak hardwood floor. The television mounted on the wall across the room from his queen-sized bed was so large I gawked at it.

Richard set the glasses and the champagne bottle on the nightstand, turned to me, and laughed. “Like that, do you?”

“I’ll take it and the pool,” I declared.

Richard snaked his arm around my waist and yanked me to him. “No television or pool unless you take the house and its owner with them. Naughty little thief. No stealing my things.”

“I haven’t stolen them yet.” I spun out of his hold. Misjudging my distance, my knees hit the side of the bed, and with a startled squeak, I fell onto the mattress face first. Spitting curses, which the blankets muffled, I crawled on, flopping over onto my back. “Which side?”

“Whichever one you want.”

I sprawled in the middle, smirking at him.

“The middle isn’t a side,” he grumbled, and pointing the champagne bottle towards the door, he launched the cork across his bedroom. It bounced against the door and disappeared into the hallway. “Would the lady like some bubblies?”

“She would,” I said, sitting up. If he wanted me on a side, he’d have to move me. When I went home to Seattle, I was going to find a way to steal his mattress in addition to his television and his pool. I grabbed pillows from the far side and piled them up behind me. “You have more pillows than I do.”

“Alex has one. One. I keep telling him he’s insane. What if he loses it in the middle of the night? A proper bed has so many pillows it’s impossible to lose them all,” Richard declared in a solemn voice, offering me one of the filled flutes. “I think he gets up and comes in to steal mine. I’m surrounded by thieves.”

“Poor Richard. If you’d just give me the television and the pool, I wouldn’t have to steal them from you.” I sipped at the champagne. Unlike my father’s turpentine, I enjoyed the crisp, sweet taste. “I’m pretty sure you owe me at least the pool.”

“Package deal, Miss Desmond. That’s final.” Grabbing the remote from the dresser, Richard sat on the edge of the bed and turned the television on. Instead of the standard selection of channels, Richard browsed through a list of movies. Finding Jurassic Park, he chose it and started the film. Tossing the remote onto the nightstand, he joined me at the head of the bed.

“The pool’s mine. So is the television. Both of them are going home with me.” I faked a sniffle, sipping at my champagne. “You just haven’t realized it yet.”

“And just how are you going to remove the entire third floor of my house and move it to Seattle?” Richard laughed, taking a drink of his champagne.

“Quiet,” I ordered. “I’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”




~~*~~




Richard slumped against me, his head resting on my shoulder. Startled, I glanced at him. His slow, even breaths tickled my neck, and his eyes were closed.

The T-Rex hadn’t even eaten the lawyer yet.

“Richard?”

When he didn’t respond, I reached over and took his glass out of his limp hand. Fortunately, it was empty. Unfortunately, I couldn’t reach either nightstand.

Draining the rest of my glass, I set the flutes as close to the edge of the bed as I could without knocking them to the floor or disturbing Richard. At a loss for what to do, I kept watching the movie, stealing peeks at him between the good parts.

The chocolate liquor and champagne probably had something to do with it, but Richard relaxed in sleep. If the tension plaguing him lingered, I couldn’t find any sign of it.

Richard’s cell, a spare Alex had given him, rang. When Yellowknife’s Alpha didn’t even twitch, I pulled the phone out of his shirt pocket. It was his brother. Sighing, I considered letting it go to voice mail, but realizing Alex would come up to find out what was going on, I answered, “Hey, Alex.”

“Nicolina? Why are you answering Richard’s phone?”

“I’m watching Jurassic Park. He’s asleep. Didn’t want the noise to wake him. Is something wrong?”

“Oh. No, nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to check in with him and make sure everything was okay.”

“He seems fine, out like a light. Didn’t even budge when the phone rang,” I replied, and unable to help myself, I smiled at Richard.

“I’ll come move him after your movie,” Alex offered.

I flushed, wondering how Richard’s brother would react when I told him where we were—and how I would explain why I was in bed with Richard. Drawing a deep breath to steady myself, I replied, “We are watching it in his room. At least, I think it’s his room? The television is really, really nice.”

Alex snorted. “Talked you into the big screen, did he? Poor you. I’m so sorry; he likes it too much for his own good.”

“Then I am doing you a favor. I have decided the television and the pool are coming home with me.”

“You’re going to steal the television and the pool?”

“Sure am. Want to help? The television I think I can fit into Dad’s SUV with a little work, but the pool is going to be a bit trickier.”

“A bit? You’re crazy, Nicolina. Have you seen the pool?”

“That’s why I’m working on a way to steal it. I might need some help with it.”

“I’ll say. How far are you into the movie?”

“T-Rex hasn’t eaten the lawyer yet,” I complained. “Slacker fell asleep right before they fed the raptors. The power in the park just went off. Really, Alex. Who sleeps through Jurassic Park?”

“Someone who is tired, perhaps?”

“Excuses, excuses.”

“Richard’s a sound sleeper, so don’t worry about waking him when you go to bed. Did he give you a room for tonight?”

“No, he hadn’t gotten there.”

“Pick whichever one you want. If you need anything, just give me a call. If Richard has locked his phone, just speed dial number one on any of the landlines up there. Don’t mess with the phone with the weird box in his office. He left the door unlocked when he was in Seattle. If you do end up in that room, please just lock the door and leave. That’s the secure line, and no one is to touch it.” 

“Okay, Alex. No problem. I’ll call if there are any problems.”

“Good night, Nicolina.” Alex hung up.

I returned the phone to Richard’s pocket and decided to put Alex’s claim to the test. If Richard was such a sound sleeper, he wouldn’t notice me escaping him to refill my glass of champagne. I shuffled towards the edge of the bed, prepared to ease his head down so he wouldn’t hurt his neck again.

I almost made it before Richard mumbled something, shifted his weight, and draped his arm over my stomach.

“Leech,” I grumbled, taking hold of his wrist to shove his arm away. As he had at Christmas, he clung tighter. Unlike Christmas, he murmured something in his sleep, curling around me until his head nestled against my back.

Without my parents, Lisa, or Alex to witness my capture and humiliate me, I enjoyed the feel of him wrapped around me, holding me close while he slumbered. Instead of annoyance and dismay, I relaxed.

With him near me, I didn’t have to worry about Simon or any other wolves I didn’t want coming near. Richard remained because I allowed him to, though I shouldn’t have let him touch me at all. My fingers itched to touch him and brush his hair away from his face. I wiggled and twisted in his grasp until his head was pillowed on my lap.

Richard was smiling in his sleep, and unable to resist, I traced my fingertips along the line of his jaw. The stubbly growth of a day-old beard tickled. I shivered, staring at his exposed throat.

I’d been bitten enough times by rutting males to remember the thrill of the moment and the instant, burning need they woke in me.

Richard hadn’t touched my throat, but I wanted him closer to me. I wasn’t supposed to want him.

I didn’t like Richard. I hated him.

I trembled, sliding my fingers along the line of his neck down to his shoulder. When I had hidden the rattler, I hadn’t really wanted to kill him. Had I simply wanted to drive him away from Lisa, or had I wanted something more?

I didn’t just hate him, I loved hating him. I loved when I caught him off guard, the brown in his eyes flaring to fire-hot yellow when he glowered at me.

I enjoyed angering him. I enjoyed making him hate me as much as I hated him.

Biting my lip, I wondered what to do. If I let Richard go, if I let my father take him back to Seattle, Lisa would win. She’d find a way to claim him as hers, to sleep with him as she wanted, leaving me as the second-rate leftovers yet again.

In my resentment over Lisa always winning, always leaving me in her shadow for the males she discarded, I had struck out at Richard. Instead of hating me like he was supposed to, he retaliated, playing my game.

When I needed someone, he had come.

I still hadn’t thanked him, not like he deserved. Instead of offering thanks and kindness, I had struck out at him and insulted him.

Instead of driving him away, he kept coming closer and closer.

Even with him wrapped around me, cuddling me as Alex claimed happened to anyone who ventured into Richard’s reach, I wanted more. I wanted him to experience the way I relaxed under his touch, able to sleep without needing medication. Stroking my way up his throat, I wondered which spot did it, and if it would affect him while he slept. Would he wake more refreshed? Would he know?

If I woke him, how would he react to me touching him?

Lifting my hand from his neck, I pressed my thumb to his lower lip. On the way to Yellowknife, he had kissed me in retaliation, taunting me with the words I had used on him.

Richard clamped his teeth down on my thumb. Yelping, I yanked my hand back. He cracked open a wolf-yellow eye.

My face burned.

“What are you doing?” he mumbled.

“Extricating myself from your demonic embrace,” I hissed, so embarrassed I wanted to curl in a corner and die.

Richard blinked, and as comprehension lit his eyes, he gasped and lurched upright. “Fuck. I’m sorry, Nicolina.”

“You’ll be sorry, Mr. Murphy. You fell asleep. You fell asleep before the lawyer got eaten.”

Richard’s eyes widened, and he froze like an animal caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.

A pleasant shiver raced down my spine. For the moment, I was the one in control, the one holding the reins while he danced, horrified and embarrassed, to my tune. Expectation dried my throat, and after grabbing the glasses, I pursued him closer to the nightstand and the bottle of champagne.

I held the flutes out. “You fell asleep with your glass in your hand, sir.”

Richard’s eyes remained wide, but he obediently took the glasses out of my hand. “I’m sorry.”

“Mine’s empty,” I informed him, creeping closer. “You were so busy using me as a pillow I couldn’t refill it.”

“Nicolina, I…”

“Champagne, Richard. It’s in the bottle next to you.” I wiggled a little closer while he obeyed. When he offered the glass to me, I took it, had a sip, and handed it back. “You fell asleep first. I do believe that means I won.”

Richard blinked, taking the flute back. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Set it down so I don’t spill it,” I suggested, fixing my gaze on his throat. “I won.”

“So I heard.” He set my glass on the nightstand, turning to face me. “What have you won?”

At the resignation in his voice, I scowled. “Maybe I want your obedience.”

“My obedience,” he echoed.

“Is that too much for you?” I murmured.

Richard’s eyes brightened to a golden amber. “What do you want me to do?”

“Show me how to do your magic hands neck thing,” I demanded, pointing at his throat. “Now.”

Richard’s mouth dropped open, and for a long moment, he remained utterly silent. “You want me to what?”

The chocolate liquor and the bubblies conspired, making me blurt, “You heard me. Magic hands neck thing. I want to know how to do it. I want to do it to you.”

Narrowing his eyes, Richard leaned towards me, his gaze falling on my neck. “And why would you want to do that?”

“Obey. I won,” I hissed.

“Tell me why first.”

I flushed, and because I had already gone so far, I mumbled, “I like it.”

“What was that?” Richard whispered, his breath tickling my ear.

I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, and repeated, “I like it.”

“So you want me to teach you because you like it, so you can use it on me,” he murmured, his breath warming the side of my throat.

Trembling at the feel of him so close, I swallowed and nodded.

“You’re playing with fire. There’s little difference between me relaxing you and…” Trailing off, Richard pulled back, his gaze meeting mine.

“And?”

Richard lifted his hand, pressing his thumb against the side of my throat. Drawing a deep breath, he let it out in a slow exhale. “There’s little difference between making you want to sleep and making you want to sleep with me.”

I sucked in a breath, heat washing over my cheeks to sweep down my neck and engulf my chest. “Oh.”

“I can tell you how, but perhaps I should refrain from trying to show you.”

There was only one thing I knew for certain: I needed to sink my teeth into Richard’s throat before someone else did. My sister wouldn’t hesitate to bite him if she ever found out she could lure him to bed that way.

“Show me,” I demanded.

“Nicolina!”

It was more than wanting to claim him. He could tell me, but what if I somehow screwed it up? I flushed at the thought of what would happen if I nipped him wrong and made him want to sleep with me. That would be one way to have him.

However, I also worried. What if I hurt his healing neck?

The truth was both a weapon and a shield.

“I don’t want to hurt your neck bumbling around like an idiot,” I complained, closing my eyes and tilting my chin to the side. “Show me. Please.”

“Unless you try to rip out my jugular with your teeth, you aren’t going to hurt me,” Richard replied, laughter in his voice. His finger tips brushed my jaw, stroking towards my ear. When he pushed my hair away from my face, my breath caught in my throat. “There’s little difference between you making me want to sleep and making me want to sleep with you.”

“Maybe I’m willing to risk it,” I whispered.

Richard sucked in a breath. “You’re really going to get me killed. If your father finds out I even considered…”

I shuddered at the thought of my overprotective father meddling with what I wanted yet again. “Not a word of this to anyone, Mr. Murphy. Not a word. No one will know. Especially not my father, my mother, or my sister. I will make hating you into an art.”

Richard trailed a finger down my neck. “You drive a hard bargain, Miss Desmond. They’ll smell me on you if we do that.”

Something about his touch warmed me, and I leaned towards him, breathing in the scent of his shirt. Underneath the crisp aroma of clean laundry was the cinnamon spice of fresh cookies. “Perfume,” I murmured. “I already wear perfume. It screws with my parents’ noses. They hate it. That’s why I wear it. Especially the lilac; something about the smell of lilac bothers them.”

Richard whispered in my ear, “It doesn’t bother me. And anyway, they’d smell you on me.”

“I can’t help it that you’re a freak. So wear cologne. You have a jungle in your house, surely you have some cologne,” I replied, my heart drumming in my chest. “One that smells like cookies or spice. Something nice. Alternatively, I’ll get revenge on you for being such an insufferable jerk and spray all of your clothes with my perfume. You deserve it. And anyway, what does it matter? I’ll just say I stole your shirt because it was so silky and nice. I’ll collect them. If I’m going to pilfer your clothes, I’ll take your ties, especially the pink one. I really should steal it. I will. Just like I’ll take your pool, your television, and your kitchen.”

“You little thief. You’re after my kitchen now, too? I’m going to have to search you before you leave, or you really will steal everything I own. Come on, even my ties? Is nothing sacred?”

“You could just show me.”

“You’re a determined little thief, aren’t you?” Instead of playing with my throat, Richard tilted my chin up with a finger. “Let’s make a deal.”

I scowled. “What deal?”

“I will show you under one condition.”

I wanted to shriek my frustration, but instead, I drew a deep breath and held it. When I could speak without growling, I asked, “What condition?”

Richard did growl, brushing his lips against my cheek on his way to my ear. He whispered, “I’ll show you how it’s done, but if I do, you will swear that the only man you’ll bite like this is me.”

He wasn’t the only one who could growl. Mine, however, wasn’t as impressive. While his deep voice rumbled, to my disgust, I sounded more like my sister’s devil-spawned, squeaky kitten. “You better watch your teeth, too.”

“I also insist you continue your absurd yet charming attempts to kill me,” he murmured.

“Outwit you, outsmart you, and ensure you suffer the agonies of a living hell while thoroughly embarrassing you,” I corrected. “I can’t torment you if you’re dead.”

Richard pressed his mouth to my throat. “I can live with that.”

Halfway down my neck, Richard hesitated, lifting his hand to stroke me with the tips of his fingers. Heat spread from his touch, and I sucked in a breath at the pleasant tingle centered where his lips pressed against my skin. “The trick’s simple. It’s intent.”

“Intent,” I echoed, struggling to catch my breath.

“Intent. The nerves are the same. I look for the ones you react to, the ones that make you gasp and flinch, and I focus on them. Both times before, I wanted you to feel pleasant, good, and relaxed. I wanted you to sleep,” he said, his lips moving against my neck. His fingers stroked in slow circles near his mouth.

Some part of me wanted to defy him, but his arms circled me and held me up as my body relaxed, the tingling spread. Richard nipped me once, little more than the touch of his teeth to my skin.

I went completely limp, the pleasant lethargy sweeping over me from head to toe. Instead of lying me on the bed as he had done in the past, Richard pulled me to him, resting my cheek on his shoulder.

“You do like that, don’t you?” Richard chuckled, his hand supporting my head and neck. “And you called me shameless.”

“Mhmm.”

“If I wanted to knock you out, it wouldn’t take much, just another touch or two. It’ll wear off in a few minutes. I meant what I said earlier. Scrunch your shoulders, duck your chin, and say no if you don’t want someone nipping you. Yes, even to me. Yes isn’t an all-access pass, either. You can say no any time you want. Once nipped, well, good luck fighting it. I don’t know a Fenerec or Fenerec-born who can. I can’t. Normals have an easier time with it, but we affect them, too.”

“Feels nice,” I murmured, considering the benefits of falling asleep while Richard held me. It was fair play.

“Nicolina, are you listening?” Richard huffed, holding me tighter to him.

“You can bite me if you want,” I replied, pleased when I managed to snuggle closer.

Richard growled. “You’re tempting me.”

“Good.”




~~*~~




When the effects of Richard’s bite wore off, the giddy relaxation made way for a slow, burning need for him and his touch. I tested my hands and feet, and when my body once again moved at my command, instead of pulling away, I pressed closer, pressing the tip of my nose to his throat.

“You smell like cookies,” I informed him, breathing in his scent.

Richard shifted his hold on me to check his watch. “Twenty minutes. Should I be concerned that your first coherent sentence compares me to food?”

“Do not call cookies merely food,” I chided.

“If you like cookies that much, I can bake you some.”

I sucked in a breath. Richard could bake cookies? I couldn’t. When I tried, the flour ended up caked on the ceiling, all over me, and the rest of the kitchen, all without surrendering its delicious secrets. I could cook, but baking proved to be an elusive skill beyond my abilities. “You bake cookies.”

Richard chuckled. “I am a man of many talents, Miss Desmond.”

I growled. Determined to strike before he could stop me, I latched my teeth onto his neck, hitting the spot Alex had shown me. A strangled gasp escaped him, and he slumped onto the bed, limp beneath me. I pounced, placing my hands on his shoulders, flattening him to the mattress. As Alex had done, I rubbed my hand over the spot, brisk and firm, my breathing quickening along with his.

“That hurt,” Richard wheezed. “If you were trying for relaxed, I’m going to have to give you a failing grade.”

“You bake cookies,” I hissed at him. His eyes gleamed yellow, and I could feel his heartbeat racing beneath my fingers. “Chocolate ones?”

For a long moment, he stared up at me, gasping for breath. “Right now, if you’d like.”

“I have you right where I want you right now,” I informed him. “You can bake me cookies later.”

“How demanding,” he murmured.

I smirked. “You snoozed.”

“What are you going to do with me now?” Instead of meeting my gaze, Richard’s eyes focused on my mouth.

That was a very good question. What was I going to do with him? I shivered, and forgetting I was clutching his shoulders, I flexed my hands. His silk shirt was slick beneath my fingers.

I wanted him to be mine; mine to taunt, mine to tease, mine to outwit and outsmart. I couldn’t let Lisa have him, not without a fight.

I couldn’t let anyone else have him, either.

Leaning down, I whispered in his ear, “Mine.”

Richard sucked in a breath. “Nicolina, I—” 

As he had given me a choice, I would give him the choice, but I stole a kiss first, silencing him by pressing my lips to his. When I pulled away, I drew a shaky breath, hoping I hadn’t ruined everything, and said, “You can duck your chin, scrunch your shoulders, and say no.”

I tightened my grip on his shoulders, and then, finger by finger, I released him.

I waited.

“And if I say yes?” he whispered, his voice breathless.

“You’ll sleep.” I let him wonder what I meant by sleep. I wanted him, but I wanted him to prove he wanted me, not just an evening of sex. Sex I could get easily.

All I had to do was let a Fenerec touch my throat for that.

I had presented Richard my throat, and he had lived up to his promise. He could have done a lot more than relax me, and I would have let him.

But he hadn’t, and that made a world of difference.

Richard remained silent, so still beneath me I wasn’t sure he was breathing.

I swallowed back the lump forming in my throat. “You’re going to fall asleep. I’m going to make you relax, and you’ll enjoy it. You’ll rest. You’ll heal. When you wake up, you will know if you even think of looking at another woman, I will hunt you down and you will suffer for it. I’m not some cheap whore to be passed around and shared. I don’t share, either. I won’t be your leftovers.”

“You’re not a cheap whore,” he snarled, tensing beneath me. “Never.”

While I had said I intended to nibble on him, I lowered my hands to his throat, applying pressure so I could feel the throb of his heartbeat. “You can say no.”

“I won’t.”

As he had with me, I stroked his neck with my thumbs, watching him through narrowed eyes for his reaction.

Halfway up his throat, he sucked in a breath, shuddering beneath me. He closed his eyes, his lips slightly parted. He made a soft sound, shivering when my I stilled my hands. His skin warmed, and a flush spread across his cheeks.

I wanted him, but I would wait until he was rested. I would search his house, and if scent was such an issue, I’d find cologne of his I liked. I wouldn’t betray us to anyone. 

He was mine. If he was such a believer in scents, he’d never be able to escape mine. My first task would be to douse his things with his cologne or my perfume, so even weeks and months from now, those who knew him would remember my prank and not think twice about it.

Massaging him with my thumbs, I held my breath, tense as I waited for his reaction. The tension flowed out of him, his breathing slowing to a steady, calm rhythm. I leaned forward, cocking my head to listen.

What Alex described as a snore was more like the satisfied purr of a cat, rumbling in his throat with the rise and fall of his chest. I lifted my hands from his throat and sighed.

Covering him with the blanket, I tucked him in, and both annoyed at myself and relieved, I retreated, turning the lights off as I went. “Sleep well, Richard.”


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 stiffness in my neck woke me, but the memory of Nicolina’s hands on my throat and the warmth of her kiss jolted me to full consciousness. I bolted upright, panting as though I had run a race.

My mate wanted me.

If anyone found out a little slip of a Normal girl had gotten so far under my skin, I was doomed. When her father learned the truth, he’d kill me. I had no idea how my pack would react. Yet, despite my worries, the thrill of the hunt surged through me, and contentment followed in its wake.

My mate wanted me.

There was no sign of her in my room. Throwing off the blankets, I staggered to my feet, stifling a yawn. The scent of coffee teased my nose. After I was properly awake, I’d deal with the consequences of my need for Nicolina. Even if Desmond killed me for courting one of his daughters, she was worth it.

My wolf agreed.

In a numb daze, I staggered into the kitchen, rubbing my stiff neck. I had called it a kitchenette to tease her, but it was easily large enough for a family—a family I wanted to form with her at my side. I yawned, staring blankly at my brother, who sat at the island.

“The dead has risen,” he announced.

I really would be dead if anyone—Alex included—found out about last night. Blinking at him sleepily, I groaned at him.

“Or not.” Alex shoved a stool in my general direction, patting the counter in invitation. “Damn, Richard. Maybe you should go back to bed.”

I considered it, sighed my resignation, and shook my head. If I went to bed, I’d want to take Nicolina with me. If I went down that road, I’d do something I’d regret. Until my mate was comfortable, until she accepted I truly desired her for everything she was, I would play the game her way.

The next move belonged to her. All of the moves belonged to her.

I belonged to her.

For both of our sakes, I needed a cold shower and a trip to the lodge. I also needed to look through my collection of cologne and take my mate’s advice, finding one that would confuse my pack’s sense of smell. I had no idea how strong my mate’s scent would be—or was—on me, but I couldn’t afford to let anyone find out.

If I wasn’t carrying her scent already, it’d only be a matter of time. An excited shiver ran through me, and determined to hide the truth from my brother, I decided playing zombie was my best option.

“Coffee,” I pleaded, flopping onto the stool so I could slump over the counter. “Have mercy.”

“I might have mercy, but the young lady enjoying the hot tub downstairs might not. Did you really fall asleep before the lawyer got eaten?” Alex laughed, patting my shoulder before heading to the coffee maker. “Glad to see you made it back home safe and sound. I’m surprised you came up to the house at all. Thought you would have stayed at the lodge.”

“With Simon being an ass, I wasn’t going to let anyone else get her up here, and by then, I was too tired to head back to the lodge,” I confessed, torn between being jealous of my mate enjoying a soak and being very curious about what she was wearing.

“Oh, good. You seem to have some common sense after all. What were you thinking? You scared the liver out of everyone. Then, about ten minutes after you taunted Desmond with that text, they were too caught up in the hunt to remember you had broken your neck.” My brother shook his head, pushing a mug of coffee in my direction. “How is your neck?”

“Acceptable.”

“Should I be calling the lodge to make sure they’re ready to feed ten when you head there?”

“I won’t say no to breakfast, but Sophie took Frank’s worries to heart. Don’t worry, you’re not on the menu this morning,” I informed him, sipping my coffee. “No problems on the second floor?”

Returning to his seat, my brother leaned on the counter, stifling a yawn. “No problems. I took the liberty of changing the codes for the second floor, effective in three hours. I wiped Simon’s codes, already effective. Only codes I’m giving to the guests are the ones to gain access to the third floor and the emergency codes.”

“Good. With Simon rutting, I wish I could change the lock for the front door,” I grumbled.

“Do you think he’ll try something?”

Setting my coffee aside, I rubbed my temples. “Simon does exactly what Simon wants. I wouldn’t be surprised. I’m tempted to block access to the third floor just in case.”

“I can block access to the third floor once the full moon rises if you think it’s necessary.”

I drew in a deep breath, held it to the count of twenty, and let it out in a long, slow exhale. “Okay. Do it. Let’s not take any chances. I’ll find out if Nicolina wants access to the second floor and make a code specific for her if she does.”

It’d take some programming, but I’d give her four codes: two emergency codes specific for her, a code for the second floor, and a code for the third floor. Once the full moon was over and I had the time to program it into the system, I would give her an all-access code allowing her to go where she pleased. Considering she hadn’t hesitated to smack Simon with her helmet, I wasn’t worried about her wanting Simon anywhere near her.

I was, however, worried about driving her away if she felt I was trying to control her too much. If I had my way, I’d lock her on the fourth floor and ensure her safety until after the full moon.

My wolf shared my concerns, which wasn’t helping any.

“Breakfast at the lodge?”

“Yeah, I’ll go down to the lodge. I’ll check in with Nicolina, give her a set of codes, check over some work stuff, and then head out. I’ll get out of your hair so the Normals can relax.”

“Most of them are feeling a bit guilty over last night,” Alex mumbled. “I think the fact Nicolina was so offended startled them.”

“They could tell?” I asked, alarmed.

My brother laughed. “She’s transparent. She looked so mad by the time you two had finished prowling the second floor, I really thought she was going to explode at them. Not undeserved, and I’ll admit it was a bit satisfying. It’s stupid. Why do you let them act that way? It’s not necessary, and you know it.”

“Safer for them,” I evaded, flicking my fingers against my mug’s handle.

“Bullshit, Richard. Everyone knows you’re the one who gets stalked and not the other way around. You could stay on the second floor right through the full moon, and I really doubt anyone would be all that worried.  The whole shifting to a wolf thing might startle a few, but you have freakish control and everyone knows it. Hell, you can resist the change through the full moon just like a mated bitch when you really want to.”

I grimaced. If Alex learned about my utter lack of control with my mate, he’d never let me live it down. Restraining myself so I wouldn’t nip her and take her to bed had strained every bit of my self-control. “I should develop woman repellent.”

If I did, I’d have to make certain the formula attracted my mate while driving away the other bitches. I almost wished I had been through mating before. While most of the couples in the pack didn’t really worry about other wolves approaching their mates, males and females alike postured to maintain their claim on their partner.

How would I keep the males away from my mate without them knowing she was mine?

“I don’t think that would be a very profitable business venture, Richard. Just give it up. You’ll be chased until you have a ring on your finger. You may as well accept it. You’ll probably be chased after you have one on your finger, for that matter.” Alex snickered. “I still can’t believe you aren’t interested in those Desmond girls. Are you blind? You must be blind.”

“I was there for business, thank you very much,” I replied, prodding my brother’s side with a finger. If what I was about to say didn’t distract him from worrying about me, nothing would. “Don’t worry. I’ve already sacrificed you to their father. I made arrangements for you to have a betrothal interview with one of his daughters next year.”

Alex paled to a shade close to white. “You what?”

“Next year, you get to spend the winter at the Desmonds. In the interest of keeping you alive, however, I’m giving you to Miss Lisa, as I’d like you to return home alive after the holidays.”

“You didn’t!” Alex scrambled off the stool, backing away from me until he hit the wall. “Why would you do that to me? You realize I’m an adult, right? You can’t even do that.”

I grinned at him, and urged on by my bemused wolf, I stalked after my brother. “I did.”

“Richard!” Alex scrambled away, sliding along the wall towards the fireplace.

Chuckling, I pursued him, grabbing hold of his arm. With a yank, I pulled him to me, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “If you run, I’ll chase you. Give it up, little brother. You’re going to Seattle next year. I’ll even, as your caring, concerned brother, go with you as a chaperone. While Miss Lisa is a very polite, sophisticated young lady, the other one will leave rattlesnakes in your shoes.”

“Excuse me?” my mate demanded. “I already told you I was upgrading to cobras, Mr. Murphy.”

I sighed, wondering if being a Fenerec would save me from such a bite. “As I was saying. Alex, you’ll thank me afterwards that your interview is with Desmond’s other daughter.”

“You’re going to get us both killed,” Alex hissed.

Releasing my brother, I turned to face my mate.

She was wearing a pink bikini and my gray bathrobe. For a long moment, all I could do was stare at her. Her hair was piled on top of her head, held in place with a clip. With her hands on her hips, she glared at me. “I’m stealing your hot tub along with the pool and the television.”

“You stole my bathrobe,” I spluttered. It wasn’t doing a very good job of covering her.

“Are you sure you want to leave her unattended up here?” my brother asked, ducking free of my hold on him. “You’ll come back from the pack hunt without a house.”

“Why do you have an entire clothing store downstairs? I’m keeping the swimsuit, Mr. Murphy.”

Alex wiggled his way back under my arm. “I changed my mind. I’ll do as you command, older brother.” In a quiet whisper he asked, “You’re sure they’re twins, right? I can’t believe you don’t want either one of them. She’s gorgeous.”

“Shut up, Alex,” I hissed. “She’ll kill us both if she hears you.”

Glaring at me, my mate took over my stool at the island, grabbed my coffee, and sniffed it warily. “Whose poison is this?”

“Richard’s,” my brother answered when I remained silent.

My mate met my gaze, challenged me with her glare, and with a faint smile, swallowed down my coffee in one big gulp. “Blech. Coffee.”

I wanted to expose my throat to her in surrender. Instead, I protested in a weak voice, “That was my coffee.”

“It was,” my mate replied, her tone smug.

“First she goes for the pool, then your television, and follows up with your hot tub. Now she takes your coffee? Next thing she’s going to do is take your life and leave your body floating in her pool. Nicolina, please don’t kill him. I need him around, okay? He’s obnoxious, but I like him anyway.” Alex once again pulled free of my grip, patting my back. “Thank you, Richard. I accept my sacrifice as unavoidable.”

“Alex, don’t you have things to do on the second floor?” I growled, pointing in the direction of the staircase.

Alex wasn’t wearing his watch, but he went through the motions of checking the time. “What do you know? Looks like I do, and I’m about five minutes late. Please don’t kill my brother, Nicolina.”

“Only because you asked nicely,” my mate murmured.

When my brother kissed my mate on the cheek, I wanted to throttle him. Clenching my teeth so I wouldn’t say something I regretted, I scowled at him until he headed out of the kitchen.

Alex laughed at me, stuck out his tongue, and skipped off. “The staircase to the first floor will have your regular codes, Richard. I didn’t touch them, figuring you might want back in the house sometime in the near future. Text me when you make it to the lodge.”

“Wretch,” I muttered under my breath. The wait for the beep of the alarm system announcing his departure left me shifting my weight foot to foot.

My mate shrugged out of my bathrobe, tossing it on the island. “I totally want this bikini. It’s great,” she informed me. Striking a pose, she waited until she had my attention before turning in a slow circle. “Isn’t it?”

The bikini served one function: to keep her modesty intact. It did so, barely.

She had lovely legs, which she showed off when she caught my gawking.

“I’m pretty sure I told you the conditions, Miss Desmond,” I growled. “If you want the pool, the television, the hot tub, my ties, my shirts, my bathrobe, and that bikini, you have to take the owner, too.”

“Take,” she pointed out, slipping a finger under one of the straps of the top and shifting it on her shoulder. “Stealing the owner along with the rest of the items might prove interesting. Of course, he’d need to have an acceptable retail value. Just what does stealing the owner gain me? The pool is easy. I get to swim in it whenever I want. The hot tub is also easy, as long soaks, especially first thing in the morning, are very, very nice. Your clothes and ties and the bathrobe, well, those are more difficult. I suppose I could wear them.”

I flushed at the thought of her wearing one of my shirts—or better yet, nothing except one of my ties.

“Now this bikini is an entirely different matter altogether. If it’s mine, I can put it on whenever I want.” She cocked her head to the side, watching me through half-lidded eyes. The strap snapped against her shoulder as she toyed with it. “I can take it off whenever I want, too.”

My mate once again challenged me with her glare, and shivering, I retreated several steps until I bumped into the wall. While I had told myself the next move was hers and that I belonged to her, my astonishment at her behavior equalled my wolf’s amazement—and his interest.

I growled with each breath, shifting my gaze to her throat. My wolf wanted to accept her challenge, and it took every bit of my will to stay where I was. If I moved, I didn’t know what I’d do.

It’d probably begin with me biting her.

The kitchen floor wasn’t what I had in mind for when I finally managed to claim my mate. I drew in a deep breath and held it until my lungs burned.

As if reading my mind, she smirked. “The owner. What would I do with the owner? The owner is temperamental, moody, has problems keeping his mouth and hands to himself, probably costs a fortune to feed, sheds on the bed, and causes trouble wherever he goes.”

Closing my eyes, I leaned my head back against the wall and struggled to control my breathing. Each accusation tightened something in my chest, leaving me shuddering, as they were all true.

“He’s also stubborn, talks back, is going to suffer a lifetime of misery for the glitter and that spider, and is, alas, too good looking to kill.” My mate drew close, and when she tugged at my shirt, I swallowed nervously. Her breath tickled my ear when she whispered, “Submissive.”

My wolf was more than ready to submit to her.

“Nicolina,” I growled, forcing myself to remain still. A hundred different things I could say flitted through my head, but I couldn’t force a single one of them out. Worry waged war with my immediate desires.

I wanted her, but my fear of losing her due to my haste and lust froze me in place.

“Keep your eyes closed,” she ordered, grabbing hold of my hands. She tugged.

My wolf’s curiosity melded with my own. Sliding my feet across the floor, I obeyed her. Part of me tensed, expecting her to run me into a wall in punishment for one of my many misdeeds.

She stopped me with a hand to my chest, and I sucked in a breath when she dug her hand into my pants to pull out my keys. “I took the liberty of borrowing your keys last night and exploring the entire floor, Mr. Murphy.”

“Sneaky little thief,” I murmured, wondering what she was up to. “You’re going to make me check every little thing I own, aren’t you?”

“Every little thing I own,” she corrected, her tone amused. Keys jangled, followed by the click of a door unlocking. “Don’t you dare open your eyes.”

I considered it, smirking, but then decided to play her game and find out exactly what she was up to. When she was finished with me, I suspected I would enjoy every moment of it, but would end up very frustrated as a result. She pressed her hand to my back and pushed me forward. I obeyed, keeping my eyes closed as ordered.

The door clicked closed behind me.

“Your house is very, very interesting,” my mate murmured.

“I’m glad you think so. But, you can’t steal my—”

Nicolina locked her hands behind my neck, pulled me down, and pressed her lips to mine. It was a quick, hard kiss, and she pulled away, clicking her tongue. “Quiet.”

My heart raced. I took a deep breath so I could catch her scent.

My mate wanted me.

“I like this room in particular. I think I’ll steal it, too. That leaves the problem of the owner.” Nicolina’s voice was breathless and shaky. I shifted my weight, flexing my hands.

With one nip, she’d truly be mine. I tensed, my breath catching in my throat. “The owner is the big, bad wolf,” I reminded her, my voice rough with my need for her.

“Yet your eyes are still closed. The big, bad wolf is obedient.” Her hands tugged at my shirt, and she flicked her nail against a button. “I picked this room because it’s soundproofed,” she informed me. “You had your chance to run. Now you’re mine to do with as I please.”

The only room soundproofed in my house was my private office, a room no one entered without my permission. I didn’t even let Frank in my office, although I kept it unlocked for Alex when I was away. With a startled intake of breath, I remembered the keys had been in my pocket when I had fallen asleep last night. “You sneaky little bitch. You stole my keys out of my pants while I was wearing them. I’m not sure whether I’m grateful or disappointed you didn’t steal my pants along with my keys. Should I ask what else you were doing in my pants while I was sleeping?”

My wolf approved of my mate’s curiosity and resourcefulness, not caring why she had gone through the trouble of finding out my office was soundproofed. We had her attention.

“My keys,” she retorted. “I considered the pants while I was taking them, but they look better on you than they would on me.”

With her teasing me as she was, I couldn’t keep my hands to myself. I reached for her, and, with a few seeking strokes of my hands, took hold of her waist and yanked her to me. Without opening my eyes, I ducked my head, brushing my lips against her cheek. “You haven’t stolen the owner yet, Miss Desmond. Maybe I’ll just make the thief mine. My thief, my pool, my hot tub, my shirt, my ties, my bathrobe. I might, because I’m such a gentlemen, permit my thief to keep her bikini, but only because she makes it look so nice.”

“Obedient, but hard of hearing. I said you’re mine to do with as I please. I called it. You also fell asleep first last night, so you’ll simply have to suffer. Remember, I demanded your obedience.”

I growled my frustration but stood still, struggling against my desire to sink my teeth into her throat. “I obeyed.”

“Let go,” she ordered.

Unable to silence my wolf’s whine, I released her waist. After a moment, she pressed her hand to my back and gave a gentle push. I tensed, aware of the obstacles in my office, including the couch, coffee table, armchair, and reading table in addition to the oak desk and office chair facing the wall to wall window.

“Open your eyes and go to the couch. Once you’re there, close your eyes again and sit.”

Huffing, I did as she ordered, flopping down onto the couch. In an effort to force myself to relax, I stretched out on it.

Nicolina pounced, driving the air out of my lungs as her weight hit my stomach and chest. I opened my eyes in surprise, wheezing for air. Taking advantage of my weakness and surprise, she bit me in the throat.

I gasped, arching beneath her as pleasuring heat spread from where her teeth sank into my skin to engulf me.

Making a sound suspiciously like a cat’s purr, she released me, exposing her neck in invitation. Unable to resist her, I pulled her close so she wouldn’t escape me, nipping her in acceptance of all she offered.


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. 




~~*~~




I underestimated the strength of Richard’s cologne. One squirt I liked; the scent reminded me of my lilac perfume, subtle and floral with a vanilla undertone. The complexity of it matched him, which had compelled me to select it.

After the fifth spray in his dresser, my head was spinning. Determined to douse all of his clothes before I succumbed to a chemical high, I gulped a deep breath of air and held it, blitzing through his drawers.

When he woke up, if he wanted to wear clothes, he’d burn the noses of any Fenerec who tried sniffing out anything about him. If my scent on him was a real concern, all they’d smell was his cologne.

If they wondered why I reeked of his cologne, my pranking would provide excuse enough.

Richard was mine.

If someone discovered I wanted him and had no intentions of allowing anyone else near him, I would deal with them one way or another. However, with Richard worried about our scents and my father’s typical overprotective tendencies, I would do everything I could to minimize the risk, including suffocate in the attempt to mask the presence of my scent on him.

My t-shirt and jeans would likely forever carry the scent of his cologne as a result, but it was a small price to pay.

I wasn’t even sure what he meant when he talked about our scents, except it posed a problem for him. I would ask him about it later. Maybe waiting would have been better, but my fear of what the Fenerec bitches would do during the full moon drove me.

Richard was mine.

My lungs burned with the need for air. Retreating to the hallway, I stuck my head out of his bedroom and gasped. One spray I liked.

Thirty choked me. Coughing, I scrambled in the direction of the kitchen.

If the cologne apocalypse in Richard’s bedroom wasn’t enough to throw obnoxious Fenerec off our trail, nothing would. I slumped against the counter, setting the bottle on the granite and sliding it away. My head throbbed in time with my heartbeat. Groaning, I pulled a stool to me and climbed on.

The phone mounted on the kitchen wall rang. Tumbling off the stool, I snatched it up before the noise woke Richard, uncertain the phone in his office would ring. “Hello?”

“Hello, Nicolina. It’s Frank. Do you know when Richard left the house?”

I grimaced, twisting to stare in the direction of Richard’s office. “He hasn’t. He’s in his office, I think,” I replied, wondering if I should have woken him up. I snorted. “Probably napping, the lazy rat. It’s been silent in there.”

When I had left him almost two hours ago, he had been smiling in his sleep.

Frank laughed. “That’s because it’s soundproofed. Alex had called saying Richard would be on his way a while ago, so we were getting worried. I should have known. Mind knocking? If you can’t get him up, Alex’ll have to get the keys out of the master safe, and that’s a bit of an ordeal.”

“He’s the only one with the key?”

“Unless he leaves it unlocked, like he will sometimes if Alex is home alone, yes. First thing he did when he got in was probably lock it up. He’s like that. That’s his private space. Anyway, can you have him give me a call?”

I grinned, even more pleased with my choice of rooms for my claiming of Richard. “Sure. On your cell?”

“The lodge phone is fine.”

“Okay.”

“Does he seem okay?”

At the worry in Frank’s voice, I sighed. “He was rubbing his neck, but otherwise seemed fine. Tired, I guess. I wasn’t aware I was his nurse.”

If I had anything to do with it, Frank wouldn’t learn why his Alpha was tired—ever. I flushed at the memory of Richard’s enthusiasm. It had been tempting to snuggle with him on the couch when he had fallen asleep, but my worries had driven me out of his office so I could eliminate his concerns from last night.

I hoped they all lost their sensitive sense of smell after exposure to the cologne apocalypse. 

“Just make sure he’s out of there within the next three or four hours, okay? It’s getting close to the full moon, and it’s not wise for him to be around you and the other Normals.”

Clenching my teeth, I drew a deep, hissing breath so I wouldn’t snap at Richard’s Second. “Don’t worry, Frank. I have his Beretta and it’s loaded with silver.”

“I will bribe you, just please don’t shoot him.”

Carrying the phone around the island, I dumped out the old coffee to start a new pot. “A bribe, is it? What sort of bribe?”

Frank cried out, followed by a yelp. The phone clattered against something. Faint laughter in the background heralded my father’s snort. “You are not blackmailing Frank, Nicolina.”

“Oh. Hi, Father,” I said, pressing the button on the coffee maker. “Not fair. You ruined my business deal.”

“Illegal business deal,” he countered. “Where’s Richard really?”

“Hiding in his office, probably sleeping. When I saw him earlier, he looked pretty tired. Anyway, he hasn’t suffered sufficiently for his crimes yet.”

I loved hating Richard, and I looked forward to continuing my war with him. Hopefully, he would let down his guard, allowing me to get the better of him. If I could have my way, I’d keep him throughout the entire full moon.

“I don’t suppose you will take a raincheck on your revenge, would you? Just this once.”

“What are you paying me?” I giggled, pulling down a mug from the cabinet. “If I can’t get bribes from Frank, perhaps I can get them from you.”

My father snorted. “Keep dreaming. Is everything fine? Richard hasn’t done anything, has he?”

Maybe Richard was right about my father, judging by the hard edge in his tone. I sighed. “It’s fine. Richard’s done nothing but sleep since we’ve been here, pretty much. I don’t suppose the SUV will fit a swimming pool, a hot tub, and a huge television, will it? I have some things I’m stealing when we head home.”

“No.”

“Unacceptable,” I complained, digging out cream from the fridge before going on a hunt for the sugar. “What the hell does that rat take in his coffee? If I have to try to wake that lazy ass up, I’ll need coffee. He really was mostly comatose earlier. I’m not his nurse, damn it!”

I heard my father ask Frank about the coffee before he replied, “Half a spoonful of sugar and a splash of cream. He’ll also take it black if he’s that tired. Frank seems to think if it’s coffee, he won’t care.”

“Is it as effective if I just dump the pot on him?”

“No.”

“You’re so lame. Bribes, Father. What are you giving me for delaying my revenge?”

My father sighed. “What do you want?”

“I’ll take a necklace. A nice one. Yellow stones,” I murmured. Perhaps I could find one matching Richard’s eyes when he was at his wildest. “I could get revenge on Richard at the same time, forcing him to serve as my personal slave while I pick it out, spending all of your money in the process.”

“Your cruelty knows no boundaries, does it? Very well. If my little girl wants a new necklace as payment for not killing Richard, she shall have it. But that’s a six month no-killing agreement, young lady. You also will not spend all of my money. You will have a budget, one I will decide later. You may prank, you may torture, but you may not attempt to kill him. No silver, no cobras, nothing poisonous or venomous. Your pranks will remain civil. Am I understood?”

I scowled. “I make no promises. He does something stupid, and I reserve the right to slap him with my jewelry. However, I will promise I will not rearrange his internal organs with my dagger.”

Keeping Richard alive was my top priority.

“You already promised me that when I let you keep that knife. I’m warning you now, if he doesn’t deserve it, I’m lighting your ass on fire,” he warned. “If he does, I will deal with him. Understood?”

The threat in my father’s tone worried me—as did Richard’s concerns about our scents. If my understanding was correct, I wanted his scent on me. Until I found a way to protect Richard from my father, no one could know.

Would his cologne and my perfume be enough?

I snorted, wondering how I had gotten myself into such a mess. In my father’s opinion, Richard already deserved it, even though I had been the initiator of our morning tryst. “Understood. I’ll have him call the lodge when he’s getting ready to leave. He did mention having some work he needed to do before he left, but I’m pretty sure he went back to sleep.”

“Just be careful around him, okay? If he gives you any problems, call for Alex.”

“I can take care of myself,” I snapped, hanging up on him.




~~*~~




When I was positive Alex wasn’t on the fourth floor, I unlocked Richard’s office and slipped inside, bringing a mug of coffee for him. He was sprawled on the couch where I had left him, covered with a crocheted blanket. I closed my eyes, enjoying the steady, rumbling purrs of his breathing.

If anyone found out I enjoyed watching—and listening—to Richard sleep, they would humiliate me until the day I died. Opening my eyes and sighing, I crossed the room and set his mug on a coaster on his desk, safely out of the way.

While I likely could have knocked on the door to wake Richard, I fully intended to enjoy him again at least once more before I let him return to his pack. The hot tub was too risky, but the jacuzzi in Richard’s bedroom would more than suffice, assuming the air had cleared out from the cologne apocalypse.

How would Richard react if I woke him up by nibbling on his neck? If earlier was any indication, we wouldn’t make it to his bedroom, let alone to his jacuzzi. I circled the coffee table to stand over him.

Richard reached for me, his eyes still closed and his breathing steady. Letting him wrap his arm around me, I perched on the edge of the cushion. “Richard, you’re going to sleep your life away.”

He mumbled, making contented noises.

Nipping at him wouldn’t accomplish my goals, but perhaps stroking his throat would. I twisted around, worming my hand beneath the blanket, sliding my fingers over his bared chest. While it was unbuttoned, he was still wearing his shirt, though I had my doubts it had survived our enthusiasm. I ran a finger along the length of his throat.

Richard tilted his head away to give me easier access to his neck.

“Shameless. Wake up, Richard. You have a date with the jacuzzi, and you have work to do. My father bribed me to ensure you’d leave for the lodge intact.”

“Maybe I don’t want to wake up. Maybe I have you right where I want you,” he murmured, holding me tighter.

“How’s your neck?”

“Stiff. I’ll live. I won’t if you run away,” he whined.

“If I run away, I can’t figure out how to steal your things,” I pointed out, poking his shoulder. “I made you coffee.”

“Why do you reek of my cologne?” Richard grabbed my arm, pulling me to him so he could sniff. “Did you bathe in it?”

“No, but your clothes did.”

Richard shot upright, and without releasing me, he twisted around, yanking me onto the couch with him. I sprawled over his lap, squeaking from surprise.

“You did what to my clothes?” he demanded.

“I almost suffocated to death spraying them down, but that scent problem is fixed. If it burns my nose, no one will be the wiser about my conquest.” I squirmed in my effort to free myself from his hold. “I was doing you a favor.”

“With my cologne?” Richard groaned, bowing his head. “Now everyone is going to ask what I’m hiding.”

“As if I would waste my perfume on you,” I huffed, rolling over so I was lying on my back. “Maybe I’ll waste some of it on you. There were some other nice colognes in there. I’ll use them all. It’ll be obvious I was pranking you, then. But I like that cologne. Father said I had to take a raincheck on my revenge. I told him he had to buy me a necklace. He also sold you out. You’re my slave now.”

If he didn’t ask the conditions of his slavery, I wasn’t going to complain.

“You’re incorrigible.” Richard chuckled, running his hands along my throat. I shivered in anticipation. “You’re surprisingly forward, Miss Desmond. And to think I was preparing to spend years hunting you down. Now I have you exactly where I want you.”

The flick of his nail on my throat spread heat through me. “Richard,” I gasped, reaching for him. He captured both of my wrists in one of his hands.

“Oh, no you don’t. You tricked me this morning, but not this time.” He tortured me with the tip of his finger, caressing my throat with a featherlight touch. “I think I should get a turn to do whatever I please with you. I should make you wait so I can court you properly. Maybe I’ll take you to my desk, sit you on my lap while I work, and tease you until you beg.”

I flushed, straining to pull my hands free, but he held on tighter. It didn’t hurt, but he squeezed, the pressure of his fingers warning me he wouldn’t let go, not without a fight. “Richard!”

Working his free arm under me, he lifted me up until he could nibble on my throat, kissing his way to my jaw. “I gave you a chance to run,” he murmured before nipping my neck hard enough I gasped.

Pleasuring warmth and tingles spread from his teeth, stealing my breath. 

“I wanted the jacuzzi,” I complained, kicking my feet in protest.

In truth, all I really wanted was for him to keep doing what he was doing.

“The jacuzzi, eh? I could use a nice soak. My neck being so terribly injured as it is.” Richard nipped me again, and I went limp in his hold, gasping as the tingling sensation intensified. “You like that, don’t you? And you called me shameless. If you want the jacuzzi, then I suppose I shall have to give in to your demands. When I’m finished with you, you’ll never look at anyone else ever again. You’re mine, Miss Desmond, and I don’t intend on sharing you with anyone.”




~~*~~




With Richard around, I’d never need to take another dose of sleeping medication ever again. I wiggled my toes, savoring the texture of the plush blanket. It would be the first thing I stole when I was forced back to Seattle. Richard would be the second, and only because I planned to use the blanket when I kidnapped him. I’d come back for the pool, the hot tub, and the television another time.

Maybe there was something to Richard’s worries about our scents, because something about the cinnamon spice of the blanket reminded me of him. I snuggled into it, breathing deeply.

I had no idea when he had become so precious to me. If I had to, I would invent reasons for him to come to Stanford, and I would ensure my business courses required his help whenever possible. I’d find ways we’d be forced together.

When my family was around, I’d show them how much I loved hating him. When they weren’t, I’d find plenty of other ways to fill the time, keeping his attention fully fixated on me.

Emerging from my nest of blankets and pillows, I grumbled at the lack of light, fumbling for the nightstand. The lamp thwarted me for several minutes while I figured out how to turn the damned thing on. When Richard had worked his magic on me, we had been in his bedroom.

I recognized the guest room as the one closest to Richard’s bedroom. Stifling a yawn, I untangled myself from the blanket. A note waited for me with a set of four codes and what they were for, which I memorized before slipping it under the lamp for later reference.

Richard had left his bathrobe draped over the room’s armchair. While I had no memory of putting anything on, I was wearing one of his flannel shirts, which had fallen victim to my rampage with his cologne. Snagging the robe, I wrapped up in it and staggered in the direction of the kitchen. According to the clock, it was six, but I couldn’t tell if it was in the morning or evening.

Searching through the cabinets, I found a box of tea, plunked it on the counter, and went on a scavenger hunt for a kettle. I found it hidden away behind his pots and pans gathering dust. “Coffee drinkers,” I muttered, hoping the tea wasn’t stale.

So much dust caked the kettle I gave up on it, hunting down a clean pot instead. The phone rang while I was busy watching for bubbles.

“Desmond,” I answered.

“Finally decided to get up?” Alex asked. “I’ve called four times and no one answered.”

“I haven’t had tea yet, and your kettle’s a piece of shit,” I complained.

“You’re as bad as Richard. I was going to come up if I couldn’t get a hold of you. Anyway, do you want to have dinner with us? Should be around eight.”

“I guess. I’ll go for a swim in my pool first. I have time.”

“Still determined to take the pool with you, eh? You have a code to get to it?”

“I have one for the third level, one for the second level, and two emergency codes,” I replied. “He didn’t tell me what to do with the emergency codes, though. I assume someone is going to let me out of this house eventually, right?”

Alex laughed. “I’m sure Richard will release you when the full moon is over. Don’t feel too bad; I’m not even allowed to have a code to the ground floor for a few days. We’re both hostages. If we want out of the house, we have to use the emergency code. The emergency codes will open any door you need, but if you use it, the entire pack will come, and if you use the wrong code, some police friends will arrive as well. Unless something is really wrong, Richard’ll blow his top if they’re used. If there isn’t a body or about to be one, don’t use it.”

“Understood.”

“I’ll come swimming with you to keep you company if you don’t mind. It’ll give me a chance to escape the shrill screaming of the kids. I’m going to be deaf before this is over, just you wait and see.”

“Sure,” I replied, wondering what information I could get out of Alex regarding his brother. At the very least, I could find out new and interesting ways to yank Richard’s tail. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

“Okay, I’ll meet you there. Bring a change of clothes. I’ll let you down to the second floor from the third since you don’t have a code for that staircase.”

I hung up, abandoned my efforts to make tea and checked the fridge. Grabbing a can of soda, I popped it open and searched for my bikini. It took me several minutes to locate it in Richard’s bedroom, tangled in his blankets. Smirking, I draped it over my shoulder and considered his room.

The smell of his cologne still lingered, but if I wanted to make my prank authentic, I had to take it to the next level. Raiding his stash, I reaped a second apocalypse on his clothes with a second scent I liked. To add to the scent-based chaos, I fetched my perfume and repeated the process until Richard’s bedroom reeked like a perfume factory.

I hoped it smelled a lot like him and a little like me, teasing him whenever I wasn’t with him.

After changing into my bikini, I grabbed Richard’s bathrobe, stole one of his plain black t-shirts, and dug through my clothes for a pair of jeans. I aimed to startle Alex by wearing a bikini and a gun. I double checked Richard’s Beretta, chambered a round, and engaged the safety.

With the house locked down, it was unlikely I would need it, but Richard had worried enough to give me the weapon. For that reason alone, I’d keep it close, even while swimming. If Richard was worried, he had a reason for it. If I didn’t want him touching me, he’d be a threat, but I did, so he wasn’t. Other Fenerec were a different story, especially ones like Simon. The thought of Richard’s Third annoyed me into triple checking the gun.

Punching in the code for the pool level, I opened the door and headed down the stairs, making sure it shut behind me before entering the code again at the bottom. Splashing in the main pool room warned me Alex was waiting. I dumped Richard’s bathrobe and my clothes in the girls’ section of the changing and shower room.

Humming to myself, I headed down the hall towards the pool.

Splashing I expected, but the thunks beyond puzzled me. “Alex?” I called.

No answer.

I shoved open the door and batted away the fronds hanging over the walkway. “Alex?”

The splashing continued, and suspecting Alex was a chip off Richard’s block, I crept forward, twisting my holster so the Beretta was behind me so I wouldn’t draw it in reflex. “So help me, Alex, if you jump out at me…”

Instead of jumping out at me, Alex crashed through the foliage, rolling across the tiles with a dark-clad shape, face obscured with a ski mask. My breath caught in my throat and I hopped back several steps. Gloved hands wrapped around Alex’s throat. Both of them were dripping water and blood all over the floor.

I yanked at the holster, twisting around to get a grip on it so I could pull the Beretta. Without knowing who was attacking Alex or why, all I could do was shoot and hope I wasn’t going to regret it.

I knew if I let Richard’s precious brother die, he would never forgive me. Extending the Beretta, I aimed, all of my attention on the hoodie-covered form. When they rolled away from me and Alex jammed his knee into his assailant’s groin, I fired.

The figure jerked, but kept grappling with Alex. Blood splashed to the floor, and when they flailed, it splattered onto me. My ears rang. Spitting curses I couldn’t hear, I once again took aim. Alex jammed his elbow into the other man’s throat and up against his chin.

I didn’t know who I was about to kill. Steadying my hands, I took the chance Alex gave me, picked my target, and fired again. The dark clothing hid whether or not I hit my mark. I screamed my frustration and took another shot at point blank range.

Like my father had taught me, I kept shooting until my target ceased moving.

I eased my shaking finger away from the trigger. A pool of black and red blood spilled onto the tiles, staining my feet as it flowed towards the drain. Alex lay still beneath the person I had killed. I trembled. Had I hit him?

Had I been too late?

I kept retreating until I hit the wall, my legs collapsing out from under me. “Alex?”

The ringing in my ears from the gunfire deafened me to my own voice.

Alex remained motionless. My panic surged. In order to hear myself at all, I had to scream his name at the top of my lungs. When Alex moved, shoving the body away, I slumped in relief. My eyes burned and tears streaked down my cheeks, my chest throbbing in rhythm with my frantic heartbeat.

He made it to his hands and knees, reaching over to pull off the ski mask.

Simon stared at me with unseeing eyes glazing from death. A whimper burst out of my throat. I had done it again. In my effort to protect someone, I had killed one of Richard’s precious pack. Luke’s body, lying dead and cold in my living room because of me, had been disconcerting enough, but he had been a wolf. Something about having killed an animal to protect my father and Richard had made it easier to accept.

Everything about Simon was human, from his agonized expression to his wide blue eyes. Blood, too dark to be red, had bubbled on his lips to stream down his chin.

Through the ringing in my head, I heard Alex shout something. I shifted my gaze to him. Blood, red like it was supposed to be, oozed from his nose and from a cut across his forehead. While his mouth moved, I couldn’t understand what he was trying to tell me. 

What could I say to undo what I had done? There was nothing I could say.

 To save Richard’s brother, I had murdered his Third. Calm settled over me, drying my eyes and soothing the ache in my throat. My hands stilled, and I firmed my grip on the Beretta.

For Richard, I had killed once, and I had killed again.

Who would I have to kill next for his sake?


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.




~~*~~




Simon was dead and where my brother should have been was a cold, empty void.

My pack howled, and the weight of their anguish and grief drove me to the snow. I hit the ground hard and rolled to a halt, the breath knocked out of me. Frank stood over me, hackles raised and growling, his yellow eyes tracking Desmond and Wendy.

The two wolves waited, still and quiet.

Shaking my head, I lurched up to my paws, shuddering from the turmoil in the pack bonds. Frank stayed at my side, sliding his muzzle under mine in a show of submission, though I felt him bumping my head higher so I displayed dominance to the visiting wolves.

Wolves couldn’t speak, not as humans could, but I drew a deep breath, threw my head back, and howled to call my pack in. My wolf, stunned by the grief and anguish in the pack bonds, lost control to me, and I buffered him—and the rest of my wolves—from the hole where my brother should have been.

If they felt him die—if he wasn’t dead already—I wouldn’t be the only one to run wild. I would bring them down with me. I shuddered. Frank whined, bumping my neck with his muzzle. Twisting out from above him, I rammed my shoulder into his, snapping my teeth. He flattened his ears and snapped back.

As a wolf, I could travel far faster than I could as a human. As a human, however, I could talk to my pack—and to Desmond. My house was only a couple of kilometers away, a distance I could run on two feet as easily as on four. The cold would numb my human skin, and I’d thaw once I was there.

If I didn’t make it, Frank could drag me the rest of the distance or force me to change.

I waited until the cries of my pack drew closer before fighting the moon’s call so I could shift to human form, shuddering at the bitter cold. A Normal human would die in no time standing out in the snow while naked. I leaned on Frank, stealing his warmth. Desmond approached a step, and I waved him in.

Two wolves keeping me from dying of hypothermia was better than one. Wendy watched me, her eyes wide. She trembled. I forced a smile for her, and because I knew her nose was extra sensitive as a wolf in thrall to the moon, I drew long and steadying breaths until I could control my scent, masking my anguish and worry.

If I stayed calm, if I made myself pretend nothing was wrong and my brother’s presence was still with me, I could convince the rest of my pack the worst-case scenario hadn’t happened.

When I ran home, it would be to find corpses. My brother was tough for a Normal, but Simon was a Fenerec.

Alex couldn’t win, not unless he had fired the first—and only—shot. I clenched my hands into fists. Like wolves, they had likely killed each other, and with my pack held by the full moon, I would face it alone—mostly.

Frank I could force to transform despite the power of the moon singing in the clear night sky. With my wolf in shock, I ruled.

My house—my den—should have been a safe haven for my brother and my mate. A shudder rippled through me. I couldn’t sense anything about my mate. How would I feel my mate in the future? Some felt their beloved early, within months. Nicolina and I hadn’t had time to develop a strong bond.

I had been Alpha long enough to know if anything had happened to my mate, if she had been in true danger, I would know. If she died, I would know—my wolf would know. My mate lived.

My brother likely didn’t.

My breath caught in my throat, silencing my whine before I could voice it. I hid my face in Desmond’s fur, the only wolf I could lean on without shame in front of my pack.

Desmond existed for Alphas.

I would leave my pack to their hunt while I tracked down Simon’s corpse and ripped him to pieces for defying me and hurting my brother. I would howl my grief, and when my wolf ran wild, my pack would be safe in Desmond’s care.

But first, I had to transfer Yellowknife’s pack to Desmond and bind Frank to me. My Second would remain mine.

Together, we would face what waited in my house, and with luck, he would keep the wildness at bay.

My wolves gathered, circling me, Desmond, and Wendy.

“Simon attacked Alex,” I announced, letting my dread give my voice the weight of truth and certainty. “I am handing the pack bonds to Desmond. Frank will remain with me. We will be returning to my house. You will continue the hunt.”

Desmond growled, seizing my wrist in his teeth.

“Do your duty, Desmond. Frank’ll be with me. You will return my pack to me at the conclusion of the full moon.”

While my old friend still growled, he sighed, let me go, and nodded once.

“Please let me lean on Wendy for this,” I requested.

Wendy would let me unravel the bonds from Frank without hurting him, binding him so closely to me he would be held as my thrall, and in turn, I would be his. Wendy would let me transfer the rest of the pack bonds to her mate without the shock or pain of subjugation.

With her help, Desmond and I would meld together, sharing ties with my wolves until we were a drop of water rippling the surface of a still pond. When the waters stilled, I would be gone, leaving them in his care.

Once again, Desmond sighed and nodded his agreement.

“Wendy,” I called, allowing my affection for Desmond’s mate to come out in my voice. She perked her ears, approaching me until the white bursts of her breath washed over my face.

More than her mate did, Wendy smelled of her daughter, and I breathed in the sweetness of her cinnamon. I stroked my hands along her muzzle, digging my aching fingers into the thick fur of her neck. I pressed my lips to her nose, closed my eyes, and focused on the feel of her.

I would never know what it was like to be truly submissive. That had been stolen from me, but she felt like an ocean, a vast depth capable of absorbing anything I threw at her, welcoming me without regret or hesitancy. She didn’t need to prove herself to me or anyone, instead confident in our ability to guard and protect her while she accepted all that we were as wolves forced to live as humans and humans forced to live as wolves. She submitted because she had no desire to stand above anyone.

She wanted to be among them, and I could feel her need for pack as I reached for my bonds. Through her, I felt Desmond, the suffocating force of his wolf already pressuring me despite my submitting to him.

I began with Sasha; her fear and hesitancy made my bond with her sharp. With Wendy’s calm bleeding into me, I gave it to Sasha. Normally during subjugation, I crushed the other Alpha’s hold on a wolf and took the pack bonds by force.

Instead, Desmond waited, and like I would offer my mate everything I was, everything I had been, and everything I would be, I laid my prized puppy at his feet. He was gentle, even gentler than me, cocooning her and welcoming her, leaving her in Wendy’s capable paws.

Our bond didn’t break so much as it stretched thin and dissolved away to nothing, passing away with the evasiveness of a summer breeze. She was free of me, the wolf still touched by wildness. My affection burned strong and bright, a fresh memory without the pain of final departing, but rather the separation of old friends who would someday meet again.

I worked my way through the ranks of my pack, beginning with the most submissive wolves, sweating in my effort to make the process as gentle and smooth for them as I could. Desmond helped; when I faltered, he stepped in, taking my wolves with a gentle tug, feeding me his strength through the temporary link binding us together.

My sweat froze on me by the time only Frank and I remained. Drawing a deep breath, I let it go in a sigh, disentangling myself from the link with Wendy and Desmond. “I’ll return,” I promised my wolves—Desmond’s wolves.

Desmond cocked his head to the side, showing me his throat for the briefest of moments in acceptance of my intent to reclaim what belonged to me. Licking my face, Wendy huffed once and left me to join her mate, her head held high and her ears pricked forward.

For a moment, she was the queen of the pack, the Alpha female, and no matter how submissive she was, no one could take that from her.

“Come on, Frank,” I said, rising to my feet. The cold settled in my bones, but I forced myself to run in the direction of my den, where my brother should have been safe from all harm.




~~*~~




I made it back to my house, driven by panic, anxiety, and Frank’s teeth. Gasping for breath with my hands braced on my knees, I waited until my heart no longer threatened to burst out of my chest before I reached up, grabbed the stone masking the outside entry panel, and tossed it aside. I punched in my override code to open the door.

My frozen fingers fumbled with the knob, but after several tries, I got it open and let Frank inside. He headed straight into the adjacent closet, emerging moments later with my spare bathrobe. I took it. With a few helpful nudges and pulls from Frank, I wrapped it around me. He closed the door.

I opened the panel for the intercom and hit the button for the second floor. “Head count,” I snarled before releasing my finger from the button.

Not waiting for an answer, I headed down the hall. “Frank, did the whistle sound?”

Frank shook his head.

If Simon had reached the second floor, someone would have triggered an emergency code. Everyone knew at least one emergency code. That left the third or fourth floor.

My mate lived, so if he had gotten onto the fourth floor somehow, she hadn’t been there. That left the third floor as the easiest to breech and the most likely place Simon to have hunted for my brother or my mate. I growled, punching in my all-access code to let myself into the staircase to the third floor. Frank padded silently behind me.

I hoped I never found out who let Simon into my den. With my brother gone and my mate threatened, I doubted I would be able to restrain myself or my wolf. Frank would try, but he couldn’t dominate me, not without the pack backing him. Taking the stairs two at a time, I stabbed my fingers at the pad, jabbing in the code.

The stench of blood seeped through the door. Frank growled.

Bracing myself for the worse, I threw open the door and came nose to nose with my brother. Alex’s eyes widened. Blood caked his forehead, dripping down from a gash across his brow. His nose had been bleeding, and recently, judging from how bright the blood staining his skin was.

My knees gave out from under me, and with a startled cry, Alex caught me under my arms before I could crack my head open on the floor. “Richard!”

Frank whined, bumping my elbow with his nose.

I couldn’t force out any words through my tightening throat, wheezing as I struggled to breathe. I lifted my hands and cupped his face, my fingers shaking as I registered his warmth—living warmth. Not a ghost, not dead, but alive.

My brother lived.

“Nicolina still has the fucking gun and she’s lost it,” my brother snapped at me. He batted my hands away, grabbed hold of my wrist, and pulled me to my feet. “I was about to enter the emergency code. She’s completely catatonic.”

With a little help from Frank, I stayed upright. I sucked in a breath. “Nicolina’s catatonic?”

Had Nicolina been the one to kill Simon? Once again, my anxiety and worry for my mate surged, although what Alex had told me thus far helped me keep a grip.

Catatonic was good, to a degree. If she was non-responsive, she wasn’t going to shoot anyone, herself included—not before I had a chance to figure out what the hell had happened in my house and do something about it.

Pulling me forward, Alex led me around the pool. Bloody footprints covered the tiles. “She shot Simon while we were fighting. I haven’t figured out how the fucker got in here, Richard. I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened. I invited Nicolina to the second floor for dinner. She wanted to swim first. I decided to join her so she wasn’t alone. Simon jumped me not a minute after I got down here. She came right after me, and a good thing, too. She opened fire and didn’t stop shooting until he was dead.”

Simon’s body rested in a pool of black blood, far more than any human body could possess. In death, he stared at the door leading to the changing rooms. I fisted my hands, clenching my teeth as I stared down at him. I grabbed hold of his shoulder and rolled him onto his back.

“Where is she? How many bullets are in the gun? How many times did she fire?” I demanded. With so much silver-tainted blood in the air, I couldn’t isolate my brother’s scent with him next to me, let alone find my mate. I counted five entry wounds riddling Simon, three in his head, one in his neck, and one in his arm. If there were any other wounds, Simon’s clothing hid them.

My wolf was astonished at the ferocity of our mate’s attack. No Fenerec could survive so many silver bullets, especially three in the head.

Considering the potency of the rounds in her Beretta, the bullet in his arm would have been sufficient to kill him.

Simon hadn’t stood a chance.

“Not enough to empty the magazine, and she has two more with her,” my brother warned, pointing to the corner away from the pool. A trail of blood led to the door before streaking along the wall to vanish into the foliage. He spoke in a rush, his voice trembling as he said, “I tried talking to her, but she just stares at me, shaking like a leaf. The only good news? She’s holding the grip with both her hands. Her fingers aren’t anywhere near the trigger. I didn’t want to risk disarming her, but you’re fast enough.”

I turned to Frank, gesturing to the far side of the pool. “Change, please.”

I didn’t need to coerce or force him; my Second obeyed, and once I was certain he had started transforming, I straightened, gripping my brother’s shoulder. “You did good. I called for a head count. Go to the second floor and find out if anyone is missing. If you find out who let him in… don’t tell me.”

“Don’t tell you?” Alex blurted.

“Now would not be a good time,” I snarled.

“And if someone is missing?”

“Find them.”

I didn’t want to let Alex out of my sight, but I couldn’t be two places at once, and I didn’t dare go downstairs among the Normals, not yet—not until I helped my mate. Until I got the gun away from her, she was as much of a threat to my brother and herself as Simon had been.

Herding my brother to the door, I shoved him through, closing it behind him. I turned and crouched, narrowing my eyes as I searched through the foliage decorating the corner of the room. Careful to remain silent, I crept forward, pushing aside the fronds.

My mate, true to Alex’s word, huddled in the corner, her back pressed to the wall. Blackened blood was splattered all over her. I guessed she had taken the neck shot at point blank range. Her eyes were all pupil, and I doubted she noticed me despite my clicking my tongue to catch her attention.

“Richard?” Frank asked, his voice rough from the pain of a recent transformation.

“That was quick,” I replied, sitting back on my heels to watch my mate. The Beretta pointed at the trees, her knuckles white from the force of her grip on the weapon. “Go get a robe from the changing room and some towels.”

Frank obeyed while I tried to figure out what to do. My mate hadn’t moved, her breath coming in quick bursts. When my Second returned, he cleared his throat to warn me of his presence. “How is she?”

“Well, I’d say she got close and personal with at least one of the shots,” I commented, torn between horror and pride at my mate’s ruthlessness. “I can’t feel Alex at all.”

Frank rested his hands on my shoulders and kneaded at my tense muscles. “Simon’s death messed things up a bit. I couldn’t feel Alex either for a while, but I’m getting faint hints of him here and there. Focus. That little girl needs us to figure out how to get that gun out of her hands without one of us eating half a magazine of silver bullets.”

While I was tempted to bite Frank for calling my mate a little girl, he was right. She was armed and very, very dangerous. Had she been unstable from killing Luke? While she had seemed a little shocked, she had recovered quickly enough.

Simon wasn’t her first kill. Desmond had trusted her with a gun when hunting for me after Luke’s death. There hadn’t been anything wrong with her earlier. Her scent had been a mix of happiness, satisfaction, and pleasure, all because of me. She hadn’t wanted me to go with my pack, ultimately forcing me to nip her to sleep so I could escape her, not that I had wanted to leave her at all.

She had been tranquil when I had carried her to the guest bedroom and tucked her in, leaving her to guard the den.

Not only had she guarded our den, she had saved my little brother. I could never repay her that debt.

“Come on, Richard, now is not the time for you to zone out. We have to figure out how to help her. You can join her in falling apart later.”

Simon’s death did hurt, but he had attacked my brother, and by forcing my mate to kill him, he had hurt her, too. I ran my hands through my hair. “I’m thinking, Frank.”

I wasn’t a crisis response expert. Sighing, I said, “Maybe we should call in Alfred.”

If Yellowknife’s Chief of Police didn’t know what to do, no one would. He knew what I was, what we all were. Since my pack was under his jurisdiction, he had inherited a lot more than a police force when he had risen in the ranks.

“That’ll cause her—and you—a lot of problems, Richard. It’ll be bad enough having one of your pack shot in your house, but when they find out a minor—who is licensed in the US, not here—has one of your guns, they’re going to freak.”

“Self-defense,” I snarled.

“Let’s see if we can get the gun from her first. Covering up who shot Simon won’t be such an issue so long as she doesn’t have the weapon in her hands when Alfred gets here,” Frank replied, resting his chin on top of my head. “She’s definitely catatonic; we’re not exactly keeping quiet, and she hasn’t even twitched in our direction.”

“That could change any moment,” I retorted.

“Let me try to approach her. She doesn’t hate me on an instinctual level.”

I shuddered at the thought of Nicolina turning the gun on Frank. “Absolutely not. I won’t have you shot. Forget it.”

“So you’ll go up there and eat a bunch of silver rounds for what? Pride?”

“Simon deserved every last round she fed him,” I growled.

My mate echoed my growls.

Frank tightened his grip on my shoulders. “You’re going to get yourself killed, you stubborn piece of shit.”

“Just be ready to grab the gun and get it as far out of her reach as possible, Frank. The safety will be off, so try not to fire rounds accidentally,” I replied. Narrowing my eyes, I calculated the distance between me and my mate. I could reach her in two or three leaps. With both of her hands clutching the grip, I could probably get to her before she had a chance to fumble for the trigger. “I’m less worried about her turning the gun on me than I am about her turning it on herself.”

I’d rather she pumped me full of silver than she so much as scratch herself. Drawing a deep breath, I held it until my lungs burned. The stabbing cold from my venture through the snow as a human bit at my bones, but I ignored the pain.

Once my mate was safe, I could thaw.

“Shit,” Frank hissed. He released me. “Maybe we should come at her from both sides?”

“We’d hurt her and just double the chances one of us gets shot,” I pointed out. “I’m more resistant to silver than you. So long as she doesn’t get me in the head or heart, I should be okay if you remove the slug fast enough.”

If Frank didn’t remember the bullets in the Beretta were designed to kill each and every wolf in the pack, myself included, I wasn’t going to remind him. If Frank had to extract a slug, I would be flipping a coin to determine if I survived the resulting silver poisoning.

“You’re fucking insane, Richard. Have I told you that lately? Absolutely off your rocker. Have you forgotten you just broke your neck? Have you forgotten you haven’t recovered from running wild yet? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

If Frank knew she was my mate, he’d understand. He would do the same for Vivian without hesitation.

I had two good reasons to take the risks even beyond my love for my mate. “Desmond and his mate, Frank. He’s got the entire pack. Think. What’ll happen if he runs wild because his daughter dies? I’ll take a bullet happily before I allow that happen. I needed the pack to hold him off for how long?”

“Jesus, Richard.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t think she was right in the middle of this.” If I had, I would have left Frank in charge of the pack with Desmond backing him.

“Don’t get yourself killed,” Frank ordered.

I rolled my shoulders. I stripped out of my bathrobe and spread it out. “Change of plan. Get behind the door and don’t be surprised if you hear gunfire. I’m going to wrap her up, but it might take a bit to get the gun out of her hands. Worse case, I’ll unload the gun into the wall.”

“Got it. Anything else?”

“Get Alex to go upstairs and pull out the vodka. After this, I’m going to need it.”

“You are not drinking yourself into a stupor, Richard.”

“If I get that gun out of her hands without anyone getting shot, I’ll deserve it,” I muttered.

“Fine. If both of you get out of this alive, you can make friends with all of the vodka you want. Fuck, I might join you. That’d make Desmond happy. Two rogue wolves drunk as fuck while his daughter’s covered in blood and in dire need of a psychiatrist. Why not? Vivian is already going to kill me, so I may as well start digging my grave early.”

“You’re such a good sport, Frank.” I stretched, tensed, and waited for Frank to retreat to the safety of the hallway leading to the showers. “Okay, Nicolina. Try not to kill me,” I muttered.

She didn’t respond to me, which worried me as much as it did my wolf.

I lunged for her, whipping the bathrobe at her. The motion caught her eye, and with the smooth precision of a professional shooter, she aimed.

Had her finger been on the trigger, I would’ve died. I threw the robe in her face, slapped my hand to the wall, slid it behind her head, and slammed my full weight against her. Crying out, she struggled beneath me.

I jammed my elbow against her arm to deflect the Beretta. It discharged with a deafening bang. The thud of impact heralded the fire of silver scorching up my arm into my shoulder to blossom through the rest of me. If I let her get another round off, I probably would die just like Simon. I slammed her to the floor, my hand beneath her head spasming in rhythm with my heartbeat. My right arm still moved, and calling on my wolf, I groped for her hands.

My mate still held the Beretta in a death grip. I dug my fingers into her left wrist, pressing down until the pain of my grip forced her hand open. Driving my knee into her side, I pinned her, shifting my hold to her right wrist, repeating the process until she dropped the gun. It fell to the floor with a clatter. I slapped my hand down on it, and in my haste to shove it away, it discharged again, firing a round into the fake trees lining the pool.

Nicolina struggled beneath me. Slumping on top of her, I struggled to catch my breath.

“Frank,” I called. While certain I had spoken, I couldn’t hear myself through the ringing in my ears. A shudder rippled through me.

By the time my Second reached me, I didn’t need him to tell me the bullet was still lodged in my arm. The silver sucked away my strength, leaving me sprawled on top of my mate, incapable of even rolling off her. She thrashed, pummeling me with her fists.

Frank wasn’t alone. My brother grabbed Nicolina under her arms and pulled her out from under me. Despite her struggles, he had no problem wrapping her in one of the larger beach towels. I wanted to say something, but the act of breathing took all my strength.

“You just had to get shot, didn’t you? Couldn’t pull off this stupid, idiotic stunt without eating silver, could you? Of course not. You have a death wish. Fuck, Richard. Just be thankful she wasn’t using the hollow points or I’d be picking out silver shards for a week. It’s not too deep, but it’s going to hurt like hell getting it out,” Frank warned before he dug his fingers into my arm. Instead of digging at the hole, he worked his fingers beneath the slug, forcing it out the way it had gone in.

The bullet popped out of my arm and bounced across the floor. I gasped, shuddering from the silver’s taint in my blood, which made it difficult for me to breathe. “Sorry.”

Frank pulled me against him, pressing his blood-covered hand against my forehead. “Deep breaths.”

“Oh my God,” Nicolina spluttered. I blinked at her, my vision wavering. Tears streaked her cheeks. Alex held my mate, wrapping her up in my spare bathrobe. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

At the distress in my mate’s voice, I tried to find the strength to reach for her, but the silver kept me limp in Frank’s hold. Grunting from the effort, Frank picked me up. “I’ll put him in the pool so the silver can bleed out.”

“Frank! Won’t he bleed out?” my brother protested.

“Choose, Alex: death by silver poisoning or risk of circulatory collapse. Your choice. You’re his next of kin. Either way, those bullets were forged from old, pure silver. He had them made to kill him for fuck’s sake. His blood’s already black. Move it,” Frank snarled. “Get Nicolina out of here. Take her to the second floor and get Amy.”

“Damn it, Frank!”

“Alex, shut the fuck up and get Amy. Bring the field transfusion kits back with you. You’re his blood type—and if there’s anyone brave enough and O-Negative, get them up here, too.”

I wondered if it would be enough.




~~*~~




I drifted in my pool, my bleeding arm held under the water by Frank while his daughter cradled my head and upper back, her arms circling my shoulders. I fought to keep my eyes open, both to reassure Frank I wasn’t down and out for the count and to make certain I kept control over my wolf.

He was frightened and didn’t like us bleeding so much.

“Well, this has been an eventful week,” Kelly muttered, giving my chest a pinch.

“Moral of the story,” I slurred, and careful to leave my right arm limp in my Second’s hold, I reached up with my left to pat Frank’s daughter on the cheek. “Don’t wrestle with armed women.”

She sighed and leaned against my hand, letting go of me to take hold of my wrist. Pressing her fingertips to my veins, I listened to her murmur as she counted my pulse, her attention focused on her watch. “Up to one ten, Dad.”

“You’re just going to have to sweat the rest out, Richard,” Frank declared, lifting my right arm out of the water. “Amy?”

“Here,” the older woman announced, snapping on latex gloves. “Let’s get you plugged up, Mr. Murphy, before you add to your new black and red floor mosaic.”

“Needed to redecorate anyway,” I mumbled. While Kelly kept a firm hold on my neck and head, Frank hauled me out of the pool, settling me on his daughter’s lap. “Have I told you this week your daughter sure is pretty, Frank?”

“Flirting with my little girl isn’t going to save you from Amy’s tender care,” Frank replied, resting his knee on my right wrist to pin my arm down. “Kelly, think you can keep him from thrashing?”

“I can try. Will I succeed? Guess we’ll find out.”

“I’ll try to make it quick, Richard, but I think you’ve bled enough, and there’s no point in trying a transfusion if you’re still leaking.”

While I thought Frank’s precautions were overboard, I submitted to his hold on me. Where he thought I was going to find the energy to fight him was beyond my comprehension, so I turned my attention to my brother and mate. “Alex and Nicolina.”

“The girl is with Kelsey, as is your brother,” Amy reported.

William’s mate, eight months pregnant with their second, would take good care of my family. Kelsey was more dominant than her mate ever would be, and I looked forward to her petition into the pack. With luck, it would happen two months after she gave birth. I sighed and relaxed. “Good. Anyone missing?”

“All accounted for, and we know who let Simon into the house. She let him in about an hour after you left, right before the lockdown.” While Amy was a Normal without the benefit of being Fenerec-born, the woman could growl with the best. “We found her hiding behind the hot tub. They’re downstairs treating her for shock, and as soon as she’s stable, I suspect her mother is going to tan her hide. I have been given a message that you are not to interfere, Mr. Murphy, and that you will agree to whatever punishments Mom and Dad have for her. It seems to involve child labor and slavery, as well as a promise that everything damaged in your home will be repaired.”

“I think she’s been punished enough. Who was it?” I growled. While many of the males in my pack had Normal mates, many opted to stay at home or chose to remain at the lodge to be with their mates at the start of the rut, hoping for puppies.

I did a mental tally of those staying at my home. Of the mothers present, Kelsey stuck out to me in particular, as she had a teenage daughter.

Holly was sixteen, one of the first puppies born under my reign as Alpha. I hadn’t spent much time with the girl; she avoided me when I checked in on William’s pregnant bitch.

Mating with a wolf of Holly’s choice would be a perfect act of defiance, and Simon had the bad boy appeal too many teens loved. Maybe I hadn’t been paying enough attention to her, but she had genuinely seemed interested in Simon, although she hadn’t petitioned me to mate with him.

Now she never could.

Frank pinched me. “Not your puppy, not your call, Richard.”

Jerked out of my thoughts, I hissed back, “My puppy, my call!”

Holly was one of my firstborn. Maybe she didn’t realize it, but she was as much my puppy as she was her father’s and mother’s. I had been the third to hold her after she’d been born. When William had lost his job, I had been watching, making quiet arrangements so his pride wouldn’t be hurt, helping him from the shadows to find a new job so he wouldn’t lose his home and be forced to rely on me to take care of his mate and daughter.

“You can’t just go claiming every child born to pack mates or related to them as yours.”

“Like hell I can’t.”

“Dad, be nice to Mr. Murphy,” Kelly chided, bending over me to kiss my forehead. “He’s a good second dad. He’s just crazy sometimes.”

I closed my eyes and basked in her affection, not caring if it annoyed Frank.

“Sometimes?”

Amy jabbed me with the needle, and I yowled in protest of the surprise assault on my arm. The silver poisoning conspired with Frank and Kelly to keep me mostly motionless, shaking as my body reported the new source of pain. Amy’s no-nonsense stitching roused my entire nervous system, reminding me I had spent too long in the cold before being shot by my mate. I shuddered, clenching my teeth. Growling curses, I flexed my hands, which only made my arm hurt more.

“Almost done,” Amy said, her tone soothing. “If only all Fenerec were so calm. This is a cakewalk, especially compared to you, Frank. You should take lessons from him.”

“He’s mostly dead from silver poisoning, I’m astonished he isn’t suffering from hypothermia, and he has a healing neck. A strong breeze could knock him over,” Frank muttered.

“And finished,” the old woman announced, removing the gloves and tossing them onto the floor. “Frank, get that mess showered off him and get him into something warm. Layers, and toss a bathrobe on top. I think I saw his in the girl’s changing room.”

“Nicolina keeps stealing it,” I mumbled.

“Well, steal it back. Get him warm, get him downstairs, and get him on a couch with his feet elevated,” she ordered.

“Got it. Kelly, go with Amy,” Frank ordered.

Snorting, Amy prodded Frank’s shoulder with a finger. “Kelly will stay with Richard and kick you in the shins if you try to tell her otherwise.”

“No fighting. My house. Kelly, be a darling and have Alex punch in the emergency code for pack only, please,” I requested.

“Second Dad wins,” Kelly declared, leaving me with her father and Amy.

“Can I have that vodka now?” I groaned, requiring Frank’s help to get to my feet. At least he didn’t have to carry me, although my feet didn’t like cooperating with me.

“No. No vodka for you. You’d have a sip and die from alcohol poisoning.”

Amy laughed, smiling at me. “Get some clothes on before you give the parents in the pack nightmares when they realize their daughters have learned just how good of a catch you are.”

“I’ll tell your mate,” I muttered.

“Don’t worry, I’ll tell him myself when he finds out I’m petitioning next month,” she murmured, kissing me on the cheek before heading for the staircase. “Thanks for coming, Richard.”

Astonished by her declaration, I stumbled and would have fallen except for Frank’s hold on me. “What? Amy? Wait, Amy!”

She waved at me without halting, punching in her code to gain access to the lower level. It wasn’t uncommon for Normal mates to refuse the ritual, instead choosing to live and die as they had been born. Phillip had been mated with Amy for as long as he had been a Fenerec, claiming her as his during his first rut, before I had become Alpha of Yellowknife.

Amy’s first husband had died a few months before Phillip’s ritual, leaving her a prime target for a wolf in rut, and my predecessor had done nothing to protect the local women. She had been as much of a victim as her mate, who had no idea how to control his urges or his wolf.

He had been nineteen. She had been forty-two. He no longer aged, while he watched the years whittle away at her. Phillip, like most Fenerec, wanted the puppies his mate could no longer give him.

“Richard,” Frank said, tugging on my hand to catch my attention.

“Amy’s petitioning?” I blurted.

“She hasn’t told Phillip yet,” Frank warned. “Keep your mouth shut. She’s surprising him next moon.”

“She hates what we are. I can’t, Frank. She’ll die. I can’t do that to Phillip. I can’t. Not after Simon and Luke.” It hurt thinking about losing the aging woman to the ravages of time, but I couldn’t kill her trying to force the ritual.

Frank shocked me with his laughter. “She said you’d say something like that. I did her evaluation. I brought Alfred in for a second evaluation. Because Alfred knows you so well, he brought in an Inquisition fire witch to confirm it. She passed all of our evaluations. She’s the safest bet you’ll make next moon. We lost Simon and Luke, but Amy is worth both of them combined.”

I slumped down on one of the benches in the changing room, gawking at Frank.

“With one hand he giveth, with the other he taketh away,” Frank informed me.

“Don’t you go misquoting the Bible at me,” I growled.

“Seemed appropriate. Now, come on. Get showered so I can get you downstairs. There’s a pregnant lady downstairs, and knowing her, she’s not going to be satisfied until she confirms you’re still alive with her own eyes, seeing that Amy and Kelly went downstairs covered in your blood.”

I groaned, adding another worry to my ever growing list of them. At three weeks until her due date, William’s mate could have her puppy at any time, and the last thing I wanted was to be a trigger for an early labor, especially with her mate hunting with the rest of the pack.

“This day can’t get any worse.”

“Shut up, Richard. Stop asking for trouble.”




~~*~~




I gave Frank my code to get to the fourth floor so I wouldn’t have to walk up the flight of stairs. I flopped on the bench in the changing room while I waited, propping my feet up on a pile of towels to keep him happy. I considered sleeping there, but Frank returned with clean clothes and prodded me until I opened my eyes.

“I think at least one of your cologne bottles exploded upstairs. It seems someone pulled a prank on you while you were away. Your clothing stinks,” Frank complained.

I laughed. Nicolina had added to the bouquet, including some of her lilac perfume. I recognized the other new scent as my preferred cologne. “Stinky clothes or nudity. That’s a tough choice, Frank.”

My Second dropped my clothes on top of my head. “Get dressed. Your upstairs phone rang six times while I was there. Caller ID says it’s from the lodge. I didn’t answer.”

“Great. They probably heard the alarm. If I wanted them at the lodge, I wouldn’t have had Alex punch in the code.” Grumbling, I lurched up and grabbed my clothes. It took longer than I liked, but Frank didn’t sting my already wounded pride by offering to help until I tried to figure out how to get into my shirt without pulling the stitches.

“Here’s a nice dryer-warmed bathrobe just for you,” Frank said, handing me my charcoal robe.

The run through the dryer hadn’t been enough to erase my mate’s scent from it, and despite knowing I shouldn’t, I snuggled into it.

“You love that thing way too much. Alright, let’s get you downstairs. The pack can deal with Simon’s body. I’d throw him out the fucking window and let him rot if I could.”

“I’d open the window for that,” I replied, drawing a deep breath to steady myself for the hike down the stairs. “Why didn’t I have elevators installed in this house?”

“I’m pretty sure you said something about exercise being good for you.”

“I was wrong.”

“I’ll go down first so you don’t fall too far down the steps unless you want me to carry you?”

“I will roll down the steps before I let you carry me down them,” I informed him, wrinkling my nose, and reaching around my Second to punch in my access code.

“That’s what I thought. You’ll be fine. You’re actually doing better than I expected. No transfusion needed yet. I’m impressed.”

“You removed the bullet fast,” I reminded him. “Thanks.”

“Any time. Don’t scare me like that again. If she had hit you in the shoulder, you’d be dead. Those bullets are nasty business. I burned my fingers and I didn’t even touch the damned thing.”

“That’s why I gave them to Alex and Nicolina. They’re supposed to be nasty business. That’s what they were made for. They’re useless if they can’t be used to defend the house against the strongest wolves. Alex would’ve—” I choked on the words, wondering what I would have come home to if Nicolina hadn’t pumped Simon so full of silver there had been no chance of his survival.

“Easy, Richard. Alex got roughed up, but he’s fine. Nicolina’s a tough girl; she’ll be fine, too. No more guns for her for a while, though, not without therapy first.”

“You’re going to need a shovel and a bucket for my remains when Desmond finds out what happened,” I warned him.

“Twenty says Desmond’s fine with it, but Wendy will lose it.”

“You’re on,” I agreed, only because it would make him feel better.

I had to lean on the rail to make it down the steps without falling into Frank. When I opened the door, the sitting room was packed full of people. They all stared at me in silence.

Nicolina, who was seated between Alex and Kelsey on the largest of the couches, took one look at me and burst into tears. William’s mate, even more beautiful from her pregnancy, murmured something to my mate. Shaking her head, Nicolina hid her face in her hands.

“Crisis number one to address,” I murmured, and knowing everyone was watching me, I crossed the room, keeping my steps as steady as possible. I shooed Alex out of his spot, dropping onto the couch with a low groan. My mate’s sobs intensified, and sighing, I slipped my arm around her, pulling her against me.

“The waterfall’s supposed to be upstairs. Is my pool leaking?” I flicked a nail against her throat, careful to keep my hand beneath her wet hair, safe out of Frank’s view.

My mate hiccuped, twisting to me so her face was hidden from the crowd of onlookers. While I had been bleeding out most of the silver and getting stitched up, she had showered, though her hair was a tangled mess. I don’t know whose pajamas she was wearing, but they were too big for her.

“My pool,” my mate mumbled, so soft I doubted anyone other than me could hear her.

I tested my luck, pulling her closer, until I had her tucked under my arm, grateful she was on my left side so I didn’t pull my stitches. With a little help from my brother, Kelsey situated Nicolina’s feet over her legs.

“Sorry, Kelsey.”

With Nicolina’s feet lifted, it was easier to shift her onto my lap, lying her down so her face was pressed to my stomach. I wiggled beneath her, covering her with my bathrobe. I couldn’t offer her more than the illusion of privacy, but at least no one could watch her cry.

She quieted, but her tears soaked through both of my shirts.

“No problem, Richard. You’re looking better than I was led to believe.”

“Frank’s good with his hands,” I replied, grinning at William’s mate, earning a smattering of laughs from the older teens watching. “He’s a smart one, but don’t tell him I said that.”

“Secret’s safe with me,” she replied.

“Alex, are you okay?” I asked.

“Cuts and bruises but otherwise fine,” my brother reported, perching on the arm of the couch next to me. “I’m more worried about her.”

“Waterfalls capable of transferring themselves from my pool to the second level are concerning. However, I’ve heard rumors that chocolate can fix everything. Young ladies who have had such a shitty evening deserve an entire batch of cookies for themselves. I suppose, seeing as there are a bunch of other kids around who would happily contribute to Noah’s Flood if they didn’t get any, I shall have to make additional batches.”

“That’s your play, Richard? Really? You’re going to bake cookies?” Frank spluttered, crossing his arms over his chest. “Could you take this seriously?”

“Fuck you, Richard,” my mate hissed, her voice muffled by my clothes and bathrobe. Working my hands under her hair, I massaged her shoulder and neck to ease some of her stiffness.

I was tempted to make her sleep, but it’d only delay the inevitable.

“Richard Murphy, you are supposed to have your feet elevated,” Amy snapped, coming out from the kitchen to plant her hands on her hips.

In an act founded on defiance, I propped my feet up on the coffee table. “Elevated,” I reported. With everyone’s attention on me, I drummed my fingers on my mate’s back, pretending I was playing the piano, an instrument I had no idea how to actually play. “Since no one likes my cookies, I guess I’ll have to go with story time.”

“Blood loss,” Frank muttered, and with a heavy sigh, he sank down next to my feet near my mate’s head. “It’s the blood loss. Has to be. And shock. Nicolina, if he’s bothering you, I’ll remove him to his room and lock him in.”

My mate spat curses, which I chose to ignore. Profanities beat her helpless sobbing. Some things I couldn’t lessen, and killing someone was one of them. I hoped I could either tire her out or at least stem the tide of her tears until her mother and father arrived.

Maybe she was my mate, but her parents possessed the real magic she needed. I’d be there for her, but I didn’t share what she shared with Desmond and Wendy. I never could.

I drew a deep breath and sighed. I understood. I had been in her shoes so many times, watching the life dim out of someone’s eyes, killing so I wouldn’t be killed.

I had also killed to protect, and I would again. When I could get her alone, I’d tell her of those times, letting her into secrets I hesitated to share with even Alex. It wouldn’t lessen her pain and anguish, but maybe it would help her carry the burden until she accepted what she had done for the sake of another.

“Once upon a time, a girl met a boy and she probably liked him a lot. But the big, bad wolf wouldn’t let the girl and the boy get together. She probably thought it was a stupid rule, a pointless restriction—something designed to embarrass and control. She probably resented her choice being taken away from her. Worse, she resented having some man tell her who she could or couldn’t be with. So, why bother asking? It was easier to do what she wanted.”

Alpha meant more than controlling my wolves. It meant I had to be the one to try to make things right for all of my pack—even the members who weren’t bound to me with the magic tying me to my wolves, although for the moment, I only had Frank. I shivered at the memory of them. I was responsible for not only the Fenerec, but for their mates, their puppies, and their other loved ones.

Placing my wolves into Desmond’s care didn’t change that.

I would address my mate’s actions and Simon’s death at the same time. It was all I could do.

“What she didn’t know, because I made a mistake, was that the boy had already gone after another girl at the lodge. The boy had his clock cleaned by the other girl, reminding the big, bad wolves that tiny and female doesn’t mean weak and that snowmobile helmets can be used as weapons. I don’t sacrifice puppies to rutting males incapable of being courteous to young ladies. I won’t put any puppy in that situation, ever. Each and every one of you deserves better than that.”

The only member of my audience I paid attention to was Kelsey. She met my gaze, and for the first time since I had met her, she didn’t avert her eyes, trembling as she faced off with my wolf. I leashed him, forcing him back so his pressure wouldn’t drive her away.

I didn’t smile; I wouldn’t belittle Simon’s death, but I hoped Kelsey could somehow tell I held no ill-will towards her puppy—if her puppy had been the one to let him into the house. Her eyes widened, her lips parting though she said nothing.

“When I make mistakes, people get hurt. Because I made them, Simon was able to get into the house. Because I made them, he fought with Alex. Because I gave guns loaded with silver to two people trained and licensed in their use, Simon paid for breaking the rules with his life. Alex was lucky he wasn’t killed. I didn’t build this house to control you. I didn’t make these rules to restrict you. I made them to stop history from repeating itself. I built it to protect you. That’s my responsibility. You’re all my responsibility. I built this house for you.”

Until I got close to Holly, I wouldn’t be able to tell if Kelsey’s puppy was grieving for her lost mate. She likely was. Strong, courageous, independent Holly wasn’t much different than my Nicolina. It would take a lot to drive her into hiding. I hadn’t seen her cry since she’d been five.

I could explain, I could listen, but I couldn’t heal broken hearts. No one could. If she had genuinely wanted Simon, who had been seeking his mate for years, it was possible a bond had formed between them.

Of all of us, his death had probably hurt her the most.

We were all going to need therapy before the night was out.

“Richard?” Amy swept into the room to take the other arm of the couch next to Kelsey. “Can I interrupt?”

“Of course.” Settling into the soft cushions of my couch, I arranged my mate better on my lap, peeking into my robe to check on her. She hissed and cursed at me until I covered her up. I reached for the back of the couch and grabbed the blanket draped there, pulling it down so I could spread it over her.

If my mate wanted to hide, I’d let her for as long as I could.

“Poor girl,” my brother whispered in my ear. “You know it’s bad when she considers you a safe haven.”

I huffed, but said nothing.

Simon had been my wolf, my Third, and she knew it. So long as I held her, she knew I wasn’t going to reject her for doing what was necessary—I hoped. I’d never reject my mate, no matter what.

“Before Richard came along, the pack’s Alpha didn’t care what his wolves did during the full moon. There was a pack hunt, but otherwise, everyone did exactly what they pleased,” Amy announced, lifting her chin. “Before Phillip, I was married to a cop. He was killed in a car accident. I’d been a widow for three months before the first full moon of winter. That fucker performed the ritual on Phillip and let him loose.”

I drew in a deep breath, though I kept my attention on Kelsey, Amy, and my mate. All I could smell was dismay and growing fear and horror from the scents of the Normals and Fenerec-born puppies listening in deathly silence.

“Phillip was everything I thought I needed at the time; he made me feel like a woman again. Little did I know it would become a permanent arrangement. I didn’t have a clue what a Fenerec was, and his so-called Alpha didn’t care a bit for the Normals caught up in the rut of his wolves. I became another trophy among many. Worse, I was too old to breed and make new puppies for his pack.”

Kelsey flinched.

She, too, had first mated during his reign, I remembered. She had been a young beauty, and the years had refined her. Reaching over to her, I rubbed her bulging belly and was rewarded with a tiny foot kicking me. She covered my hand with hers and squeezed.

“Since Richard came with his baby brother, no more women have been attacked. He…” Amy stared at the floor, swallowing visibly as she fought to compose herself.

“I executed pack justice on the wolves who took mates against their wills. The ones who were abused, like Phillip, got off lightly,” I said when Amy remained silent. “I made him swear to take care of his mate and treat her like the goddess she is, of course. You don’t want to know what happened to the willing participants. If I could have torn down this mountain along with his house, I would have,” I snarled.

“Gently,” Frank chided, nudging my leg with his elbow.

“He rebuilt the pack,” Amy said, still refusing to lift her eyes from the floor. “What’s here today wasn’t here twenty years ago. He put an end to uncontrolled courtships. He refused to let our babies become fodder for rutting wolves. Some of us are Normal, some of us are Fenerec-born, but we’re not castoffs, not anymore. Especially me, who couldn’t have any children anymore. So we have rules, but they’re for us.”

“It was me. I did it,” Holly whispered from somewhere behind me.

Alex jumped to his feet, whirling around. “Holly.”

“Come here, girl,” I ordered, letting my wolf out to make it a command she couldn’t refuse.

Her breathing hitched with her tears. I tilted my head back to watch her come. She approached the back of the couch, her eyes wide and her face pale. I sniffed, fighting to isolate her scent among so many in close quarters.

I couldn’t until she was close enough to touch.

While faint, the lingering hint of Simon’s scent clung to her, overwhelming the cinnamon of her heritage, which was far weaker than my mate’s telltale scent. I patted the arm of the couch. “Sit, Puppy.”

Once again, I leaned on my wolf and bound her to my command. Tears streaked down her cheeks as she obeyed. There’d be a lot of lonely nights ahead of her, her body craving Simon and what only his touch could provide. I’d seen it before when Fenerec died, leaving me to console those left behind.

Nothing but time or a new mate could heal her, and I’d do everything I could to help her survive it. I held out my arm for her, ignoring the throb from where my mate had shot me. While she hesitated, I waggled my fingers at her. “Silly puppy, come here.”

Smaller than the average Normal man and far smaller than most Fenerec, I really wasn’t equipped to deal with two girls at one time, especially when my mate refused to be dislodged from my lap. I ended up with Holly pressed to my side. I shuddered in reaction to the pain in my arm. When I held her close enough I could get my mouth near her ear, I whispered, “It’s not your fault. Your mate was stupid. It won’t make it hurt any less, but you’re a tough girl. If you’re sorry, you’ll help your mom with her new puppy and you’ll let me find you a new mate, one who’ll take care of you like you deserve. And no, I’m not going to tell your mother and father he was your mate. That’s for you to do when—if—you’re ready.”

Unlike Nicolina’s quiet weeping, Holly’s sobs tore through her until I thought she’d crumble to pieces as I held her. I had to use both hands to keep her from collapsing on top of Nicolina. My mate stiffened, her hands clutching my shirt.

Holly wrapped her arms around my neck in a death hold, her tears hot on my throat and shoulders. I sighed.

Grief didn’t need such an audience. “Frank, Kelsey, Nicolina, and Amy, stay. The rest of you, go watch a movie in the theatre.”

“Richard,” my brother protested.

“Alex, go.”

He grumbled, sighed, and muttered curses at me under his breath, but obeyed, helping the other adults herd the puppies out of the room. Once they were gone, I considered how I was going to deal with Holly and my mate.

Frank solved the problem for me by peeling Holly off me. I saw his nose flare as he breathed in Holly’s scent. Taking on a green shade, he scooped Holly up and carried her to the armchair, settling her on his lap, rocking her back and forth. I relaxed, and reached down to rub my mate’s back while peeking into my robe again.

“Mine,” she hissed at me.

Unable to help myself, I smiled at her and let my robe close over her. Heaving a heavy sigh, I rested my head against the back of my couch, staring at Kelsey. “Hell of a night. Want cookies?”

William’s mate reached out and took my hand, setting my palm against her belly. Lifting her wrist, she checked her watch. I sucked in a breath at the tensing across her belly. She didn’t say a word, arching a brow at me.

“You were right, Frank. I should have kept my mouth shut. How many minutes and how long?” Exhaustion and elation warred with each other as I wondered how I’d get through an early labor when Kelsey’s mate was not nearby.

“Four-One-One,” she reported.

Amy snorted, and it took me a moment to remember what Kelsey meant. Four minutes between contractions, one minute duration over the course of one hour. Sighing, I slumped against the couch. “No rest for the wicked. Up, Nicolina.”

“Don’t wanna,” my mate mumbled.

“Suck it up, Miss Desmond. You get to go punch in your fancy emergency code while I trot myself upstairs and see if I can get the helipad cleared off.”

“It’s already clear,” Kelsey said, smirking at me. “Alex did it last night when the first contraction hit. And as if you’d clear off the helipad after being shot. Men!”

“You bitch. You didn’t tell me!” I made throttling gestures at William’s mate. “Damn it, Kelsey, that’s not funny.”

“I learned my lesson with my first born. Fenerec-born babies are stubborn. Nicolina, don’t bother getting up. You just stay there if he makes you feel safe. He does that to all of us. The baby’ll come along when she’s good and ready.”

I could smell the faint sourness of a lie in the air.

“She? Already decided it’s a girl, have you?” I frowned, wondering if I should call her out on her lie. “You’re waiting for William,” I stated, narrowing my eyes at her.

“Damn fucking straight I’m waiting for William.”




~~*~~




When a Normal and a Fenerec mated, the unexpected happened. Sometimes delivery proved easy, quick, and relatively painless in the grand scheme of things. Because True-born children happened, we didn’t dare to use ultrasounds.

We couldn’t explain away a human mother bearing a wolf puppy.

To make matters worse, Fenerec-born children either came to term or didn’t; preventative medication didn’t help. If the bitch’s life was in danger, I called in Inquisition doctors from the United States.

Thankfully, while it was harder for us to reproduce, severe problems were rare. Miscarriages were more common, something I faced year after year with hopeful couples. On a bad year, there were no births at all. I’d only seen a good year once since becoming Alpha. No pairs lost their puppies, and by the time the twelve of them had been born, I had been worn as ragged as the bitches determined to bring their little ones into the world alive.

For Normal and Fenerec-born mothers, the first four months proved life or death for their puppy. For Fenerec bitches, every month after the first or second mattered until delivery, and it fell to me to protect mother and puppy.

Kelsey was blessed with an easy labor. Trouble showed her face three minutes after the first little girl was safely delivered. Amy bit her lip so she wouldn’t laugh.

I cracked first, snorting in my effort to contain my good humor. After meeting my mate, I wouldn’t wish twins on anyone. With the job of cleaning babies and dealing with their cords, I cooed at the little girl I held, wrapping her in a baby blanket before handing her over to her mother.

“Perfect little puppy number one,” I said, kissing Kelsey’s sweaty brow. “Good work.”

Amy handed the second girl to me, shaking her head. “You’re not done yet, Mr. Murphy, and neither are you, Mrs. Brooks. Are you hiding any more in that belly of yours? Going for a full litter?”

Kelsey spat curses at Amy.

“Breastfeeding, bottle, or both?” I asked, cradling the second girl in the crook of my left arm.

“Don’t ask rude questions, Richard,” Amy snapped.

“Amy, she has twins. While she has two breasts, I don’t think she’d appreciate having an infant latched on every moment, waking or not,” I retorted. With my most dignified sniff, I continued, “I ask because I, in my infinite wisdom, happen to have a pump. I also have bottles, formula, and other things babies might require.”

The intercom buzzed, and careful not to jostle the baby, I headed across the room, pressing the button. “Yo.”

“Yo?” Frank demanded. “What the hell, Richard?”

“Let me in,” Desmond demanded.

“First floor only,” I replied, unlocking the front door remotely and shutting off the intercom. “Kelsey, may I kidnap your second born?”

“Guard her with your life,” she demanded. “And bring her back for her feeding or there will be hell to pay.”

I snorted. “Was there any doubt? I’ll be back with her—and hopefully your mate—very soon. Come along, Nicolina. Guard my bitch and puppy, Frank.”

“Roger,” Frank replied, saluting me.

My mate hurried over, staring at Kelsey with eyes so wide I worried they might pop out of her head. I punched in the code for the first floor, sending Nicolina down the staircase first. I followed her, cooing at Kelsey’s puppy to keep her quiet. “Hold on a second,” I hissed at my mate. Once the door was closed, I smiled at her. “Come here.”

Nicolina glared at me. “What?”

“You okay?”

Her scent betrayed her distress long before she replied, “No.”

“Good. No one would be after that. I told Holly this, and I’m telling you this. It’s not your fault. You did exactly what you were supposed to. My only criticism is the fact you held onto the gun and scared the liver out of all of us.” Before she could reply, I nipped her neck. She sucked in a breath. “Now, go down there, act like everything is okay for a few minutes, lure your parents off, and have a nervous breakdown, as is proper and appropriate. I will use the newborn puppy to distract everyone else.”

“But I hurt you.”

“You’ll have to try harder than that to get rid of me. I told you. You’re mine. Claim it as one of your victories. I will be quite proud I survived your very good attempt to rid the Earth of me. Scoot, woman, before Desmond tries to figure out how my house works, fails, and starts tearing holes in my walls.”

“You mean holes in my walls.” She wrinkled her nose at me, and acting more like her vibrant self, she headed down the steps. Reaching over her shoulder, I punched in the code to open the bottom door.

A cacophony of voices in the entry and gusts of cold air warned me of a lot of trouble in the form of cranky Fenerec. The stench of anger bit my nose.

“Shut the door, you cretins,” I bellowed.

It took Desmond less than fifteen seconds to barrel down the hall. When he caught sight of Nicolina, he skidded to a halt, his eyes widening as he took in his daughter’s tear-splotched face, red eyes, and breathed in the scent of her misery.

“What have you done to my puppy?” he snarled.

“I did nothing. Please take her into your capable paws with your mate. Raise your voice to her even a bit, and I’ll wipe the floor with you,” I swore. Drawing a deep breath, I boomed, “William better be here and he better get his mangey tail in here this minute.”

“Richard,” Desmond growled, his wolf pressuring me.

“Desmond, fuck off.”

Shock and surprise wafted from the other Alpha, who stopped in his tracks.

Nicolina whirled around to gawk at me. “Richard!”

William made his appearance, his eyes as wide as Desmond’s. “Richard?”

“You were required upstairs twenty minutes ago, Mr. Brooks,” I replied, punching the code in for the upstairs before tapping in the override to open the second door remotely. “Now.”

He made it three steps past me before he came to a halt, whirled around, and stared at the puppy I was cradling. His mouth dropped open, a strangled noise coming out of his throat.

“I suppose you can take your puppy,” I conceded, handing her over to her father. “Seriously, you’re needed upstairs. Your other daughter needs you even more than your newborn puppies do.”

“Puppies?” he blurted.

“Plural is what happens when there is more than one, which there is,” I replied, smug and proud of William’s bitch. “Easy delivery. Your mate is fine. You will walk up the stairs. No dropping newborn puppies hurrying up the stairs. Human types, such as this little lady, are not as durable as the canine variety, of which you do not have any. Don’t forget to support her head.”

William cradled his daughter, his eyes watering with his tears.

I clapped his shoulder. “Congratulations, William.” I waited until William vanished up the staircase before slumping against the wall. “Sorry, Desmond. Not up for bullshit or games.”

“You reek of silver.”

“Yeah, well. Shit happens.”

“I shot him. It was an accident. I didn’t…” my mate hiccuped, and the tears started again. I sighed, giving her a push in her father’s direction.

“As I said. I’ll let you up to the fourth floor so you can have a long talk,” I said, heading to the staircase leading directly to the top level. I punched in my main code and the override code to unlock the upper door.

Wendy hurried down the hall, took one look at me, and clapped her hands over her mouth. “You’re covered in blood.”

“Childbirth does that,” I replied. “It’s not mine this time, I promise.”

“This time?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

“Nicolina will explain upstairs. Up, up.”

“We’re going to have a long talk, Richard,” Desmond swore.

I sighed and nodded. “Later, please.”

“Later.” Desmond herded his mate and daughter up the stairs. I closed the door after them and turned. Judging from the number of bodies in the hallway, the whole pack was present.

“Alex is fine, bruised, cut up a little, but still kicking.” I headed to the pool level, unlocking the door and leading them up the stairs, standing aside so they could file into the room and take in the carnage.

“Jesus, Richard. It looks like a war zone in here,” Tully said.

“Simon ate five silver rounds,” I said, crossing to Simon’s corpse. Someone had covered it with a sheet, but it didn’t hide the black blood staining everything. “He was fighting with Alex. Nicolina pulled the trigger.”

“And that explains why you went psycho on Desmond down there. She said she shot you?”

“She had a breakdown afterwards. When I got here with Frank, she was huddled in the corner, shaking, with the gun still in her hands. She wasn’t responding. I decided to risk wrestling the gun out of her hands. She got a shot off.”

“Two, if the hole in the wall is any indication,” Phillip commented, pointing at a hole in the mural covering the window. “Doesn’t look like it got through to the glass at least.”

“That one was me. Hit the trigger when I was getting the gun out of her reach.”

Muttering something under his breath, Tully yanked open my bathrobe as he searched for the wound. Sighing, I shrugged out of it and presented my right arm for his inspection. “Okay. Hollow round I guess?”

“No. They were the real deal,” I said, wincing as Tully went to unbutton my cuffs, discovering the layered shirts.

“Why are you wearing multiple shirts and your bathrobe?”

“Frank removed the bullet and dumped me in the pool to bleed out the silver. Apparently I’m supposed to be lying down, but things happened.”

“Why are you still on your feet?” Tully demanded.

“Huh?” I replied, blinking at him. “Oh. The puppies weren’t waiting, and Amy and I have the most experience delivering little ones.”

“How is a better question, Tully,” Phillip replied, growling.

“Where’s Frank?”

“Second floor guarding Kelsey and puppy number one.” I yawned. “First floor is all yours, I’ll let you back down there and—”

Tully drove his fist into my gut, forcing the air out of my lungs. Slumping over his arm, I groped for him to keep from falling. When I didn’t hit the floor, he kicked my legs out from under me. I hit the ground hard, and Tully grabbed a handful of my hair to keep my head from cracking open on my way down. “Richard, what the fuck did you think you were doing?”

“Tully won the contest to deal with you,” Phillip reported. “All of us backing him against you and Frank. You’re paying for the stunt you pulled out there. Why did you transfer the pack to the Desmonds? They’re fiends.”

I wheezed, struggling to catch my breath.

“He did it because he’s an idiot and was terrified of running wild and taking you all down with him,” Frank announced, slamming the door from the changing rooms behind him. “If you so much as make him bleed a drop, I’ll wipe the floor with all of you, ganged up or not. He’s scheduled for a transfusion and a nap. Amy was about to send me up for him when a blubbering William came up the staircase without Richard, who was supposed to be with the baby.”

“Transfusion?” Kneeling next to me, Tully leaned my head against his side. “How much silver did you have to bleed out?”

“We plugged the hole before he went into circulatory collapse. Most of his blood ended up in the pool, but he’s still got silver in him, seeing as we couldn’t bleed him dry. Amy’s prepping Alex now that Kelsey is in William’s hands. She wants to bleed out the rest of the silver, too. So, lay off. Yell at him in the morning. Trust me, there’s a line to have at him, and I’m at the front of it.”

I groaned, closed my eyes, and relaxed against Tully, groping for the bonds that weren’t there, too weak to steal them back from Desmond. “I surrender,” I stated, hoping my submitting without a fight would shut them up for at least a few minutes.

It did.




~~*~~




I didn’t know who had dosed me with Ketamine and wolfsbane, but when I found them, they were going to die a slow and terrible death. In the fog of blood loss and fatigue, I didn’t even notice I was drugged until my mate showed up in my bedroom, demanding I bake her the batch of cookies I had promised her.

Halfway through preparing them, it clicked I had done it without so much as a second thought. I froze, blinking. “No way.”

“Oh, way,” my mate crooned, her voice suspiciously like a cat’s purr. “You are making me those cookies, and you will give them all to me. Am I understood?”

Under the influence of the drugs, my wolf was as good as down and out for the count. I stared at her with wide eyes. Unable to resist her demand for an answer, I replied, “Yes.”

“I love this. Father said you were mine to torture today. Frank gets you for half of tomorrow, and after that, the rest of your pack will share you until the drugs wear off. He thinks it will be at least four or five days at the minimum. If you behave, you’ll get to visit with the babies later today. Their mom and dad are already tired, because without you or your other really submissive wolves around, they cry a lot. William’s already worn ragged keeping them happy. Frank told me to tell you they both have clean bills of health.”

“How long?” I blurted, paling as what my mate told me sank in. “Did you say four or five days? Why did they drug me?”

“Because you cause too much trouble,” my brother announced, staggering into the kitchen, yawning and rubbing his eyes. “Finish her cookies, slave. After they are in the oven, you will make me coffee. You may have some, for you are grouchy without your coffee.”

I hated Ketamine and wolfsbane. Growling, I did as I was told, resenting what I was being forced to do despite the orders being something I would have done willingly under normal circumstances.

“He’s not your slave, Alex,” my mate protested. “You’re my slave; I rescued you. It’s traditional; Richard told me so.”

“Don’t blame me,” I begged in a whine, tensing as I watched my mate for any signs of trouble. “About Simon…”

“Richard, I spoke with my father and mother regarding that scumbag. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine,” I protested.

“Richard, you will not mention him again.”

“Fine,” I growled, flexing my hands as my annoyance and worry surged.

“Relax, Richard,” my brother chided.

“Slave Two, go get me a glass of milk and explain to your brother he is not permitted to worry about that jerk. I’m fine. He’s the one we’re worried about.”

“I agreed to simple tasks and a general subservience to you, Miss Desmond. You have one mindless slave already. Someone has to stand up to you and your wicked ways.” My brother chuckled, grabbed his mug, and took a sip. “Richard, get her a glass of milk. To answer your earlier question, you were drugged because you started panicking halfway through bleeding the rest of the silver out while we were giving you transfusions. Frank believes you finally reacted to the shock of pack transference. You owe both Desmond and Wendy a thank you. They both donated, as did Frank and Tully. I donated first while Amy was confirming they had matching blood types. Even your Slaver Mistress offered, but she was denied due to shock and stress.”

“I did? They did?” I didn’t remember the transfusions, let alone panicking. “Last thing I remember was Tully using me as a punching bag.”

“Desmond mopped the floor with him after they finished donating. He forced Tully to change to his wolf and dragged him around the floor by his scruff. Funniest thing I’ve seen in a long time. I got it on video,” my brother reported. “You also owe the kids downstairs a lot of cookies, so you’ll be doing a lot of baking today. Between them and the adults, the third level has been sanitized. They did a lot of scrubbing before bed.”

I groaned, slumping over the counter. “I don’t have supplies for that many cookies.”

Snickering, Alex drained his cup and slid it to me in silent demand. “Yes, you do. You would be surprised what those kids will do for your cookies. While the rest were cleaning, a couple of the teens took sleds to the lodge and raided the fridge there. It’s a full house. All of the Fenerec and their mates have taken over the first floor while the Normals are on the second floor, exceptions being Desmond, Wendy, and William, who are on the second floor with Kelsey and the twins.”

“No problems?”

“Not a one. You kidding? After Tully got used as a mop, everyone is on their best behavior.”

I fetched my mate’s milk and made my brother another coffee, which I gave to him. Slithering my way onto a stool, I slumped over the counter. “Okay. I’ll make all of the cookies today.”

“You’re technically on bedrest. Amy’ll be up later to check on you. You had a call from topside, too. Desmond took it.”

“Shit.” I hadn’t thought about the Shadow Pope and his Inquisition when I had transferred the pack to Desmond. “I’m going to be skinned for a rug.”

“Desmond says not. If anything, they’re happy with you for having wisdom and common sense. You’re to get rest and call once the wolfsbane wears off and you’ve taken Yellowknife back. No easily manipulated Richards are permitted on the phone with anyone important. You’re on official vacation, and the Shadow Pope has assigned some of his best men and women to help cover your work. I’m also helping to take care of your work. You should thank me later with a truck.”

“With a truck.”

“Something with chrome.”

“With chrome,” I echoed, narrowing my eyes at my brother. “I’ll consider it next week.”

“Seriously?”

“Consideration is not a guarantee.”

Whooping in triumph, Alex hopped off his stool, circling the counter to pounce at me, hugging me before tearing off down the hallway.

“Go down to the second level where you belong,” I called after him, raising my fist in his wake. “Consideration is not a guarantee!”

I waited until I heard the beep announcing he had gone downstairs. “Who else is on this floor?”

“Just you and me, Mr. Murphy. After I have my cookies, it is my job to make sure you go back to bed and that you stay there until four.” My mate hopped from foot to foot watching the timer on the oven. “Ugh, they’re not done yet, Richard. Make them bake faster.”

I stared at the wall clock, wondering if it was seven at night or in the morning. “Are your cookies breakfast or dinner?”

“Breakfast. Dinner. Both? I think both. It’s morning. You’ve been asleep for five hours. I had three hours, but Alex woke me stomping around complaining your blood pressure and pulse were off. He called Amy up.”

“When was that?”

“An hour ago.”

I groaned. “I don’t want to bake more cookies. I want to go back to bed. Who the hell let the kids go to the lodge in the middle of the night?”

“Father. He recognized the flood of tears from angry children and decided to stem the tide by promising your already promised cookies once you had supplies. When they volunteered to go to the lodge, Father knew he had made a mistake. Talked himself right into a corner. At one point, he threw his hands up in the air and demanded to know how you put up with so many spoiled rotten brats.”

“Who is spoiled?” I blurted.

“Everyone.” My mate laughed, hopping up and down when the oven timer went off. “Cookies!”

I donned my oven mitts and pulled the cookie sheets out of the oven, setting them on the stove. “No touching until they’ve cooled, Miss Desmond.”

Busying herself counting cookies, she ignored me, grabbing a spatula to lift one from the parchment paper. “Fifty-three cookies. If you’re really nice to me, I’ll take this batch down for those who were promised cookies and inform them you woke up long enough to keep your word before you went back to bed. But you’ll have to be really, really nice to me.”

“And how am I supposed to be really, really nice to you?”

“Obey my every command, slave.”

I stared at her, unimpressed with her demand. “You’re asking for what you already have again. Anyway, thanks to the wolfsbane, I have to obey your every command. You can do better than that, Miss Desmond.”

“Oh, I will,” she promised, grabbing my oven mitts so she could dump the cookies into a bowl to take downstairs. “Don’t worry, you’ll like it.”

Of that, I had no doubt.




To be continued…
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