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Becoming gradually re-aware of your own body is a peculiar feeling. 

I’m cold and stiff and there’s a throbbing pain in my left shoulder like somebody has slammed the sharp side of a fence post through it. As everything slowly starts to register, the throbbing is what I can feel the most. That is, until a calloused palm connects with my cheek and almost snaps my head from my neck.

The taste of iron and heat fills my mouth. My tongue tentatively probes the place where I know my teeth have cut. My hands and feet are bound to my chair and I’m icy cold. And wet. There’s a blanket draped over me. A sorry, sodden embrace.

And I’m naked underneath.

I take a couple of sharp gulps for air, lifting my head as panic sets in. Each ankle is bound to separate chair legs, spreading my thighs apart. A tremor ripples through me. I’m naked and bound and I can’t remember what happened...

My eyes open, slowly, blearily.

“You’re alive, then.”

I don’t recognise the voice and I can’t see the speaker straight away as the room swims. But I know it’s a man and his inflections are harsh.

“Why are you here?”

I want to throw up. There’s a sickly yellow light, a door, and a tiny window somewhere near the ceiling that suggests I’m in a cellar or a basement.

“Why are you here?” he repeats, almost growling.

Finally, I can focus on him. He’s leaning back against the wall opposite me, his arms folded across his chest, eyes glittering beneath the shadows cast from his loose, long hair. 

Blood trickles from the corner of my mouth. I swallow some of it.

“Where am I...?” My throat is clogged and my lips are too dry, forcing my words into a thick murmur.

“British,” he notes, unenthusiastically. His demeanour shimmers with distrust, like I’m a wolf in sheep’s clothing. “I think you know where you are, bitch. Did somebody send you because they thought I’d be blinded by your scent?”

A small frown shapes my brow. Had somebody sent me? No... I’d been... walking. Did he abduct me while I was walking?

“Where are my clothes?”

For half a second, I think he falters, but, if he does, it’s too fast and my head still doesn’t feel right.

“Why am I wet?”

He uncrosses his arms and takes a step closer. His eyes narrow in on my face. I’m trying to focus on him, but his features seem to double and separate intermittently. There’s a scent my nose picks up on, though. It’s oddly recognisable and seems to be trying to jog my brain.

“What have you done to me?” My voice wobbles. “People will be looking for me.”

He gets closer still and I can feel the adrenaline pick up in my system. The smell is stronger and, whilst my brain tries to decipher it, the panic that he might have raped me threads through my veins.

His arms cross again and he returns to his original position, apparently satisfied by something. The rope burns my ankle as I try to wriggle my foot.

“You were naked when I found you,” he answers, finally. “And you’re wet because I threw two buckets of ice water over you to try to wake you.” And then I hit you when I couldn’t, I read in his eyes.

“My shoulder,” I murmur, trying to look, but I can’t strain far enough.

“Bullet hole, I think.”

“A bullet...?”

An unnecessarily loud crack tears through the memory in my brain. I can remember the shot and the air burning in my throat as I ran. I can remember the blind panic and the pack of snarling wolves in the snow.

But it’s all splintered and, as much as I want to figure out what happened, I realise I have to focus on what’s happening now and why I’m naked and bound in this guy’s basement.

“It went straight through. Must have been silver or you would have recovered by now.”

“I need a hospital...”

He folds his arms again. “No. Nice try. You’re not going anywhere, bitch.”

My wrists strain against the rope. The panic is rising in my body, again, and this time I feel so lightheaded I might pass out. “But I need a doctor. Why won’t you get me a doctor? What are you going to do with me?”

His eyes pass over me, down over the pathetic attempt to shield my modesty and then back up again. “I’m going to take care of you.”
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Memory
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I come to in the basement, again. This time there’s a metal cuff around my leg that’s attached to a chain. It winds away across the floor to an iron fixing I hadn’t noticed before. Even a cursory inspection tells me I’d need a key to free myself.

The chair is gone, though. This time, I’m lying on an old mattress with an opened sleeping bag as a duvet. I sit up, shakily, and examine my shoulder with trembling fingers. There’s a dressing fixed in place, but it’s damp in the centre. Without a mirror, I can’t tell if that means it’s still bleeding or not.

I’m still naked. The mattress is rough and bobbled against my backside.

Carefully raising myself up, I clutch the makeshift duvet to my chest. The man has gone, but I can hear him pacing in the room above. There’s the sound of a television, too, and warmer lights flicker around the frame of the basement door. I glance up at the pale, bare bulb dangling from the ceiling.

A small pile of clothes rests on the floor by the mattress. There’s a man’s shirt and what looks like shorts. After a moment’s hesitation, I slip on the shirt. It’s long and baggy enough to cover my crotch, which is good because, with that chain around my foot, there’s no way I can get into the shorts. My captor hasn’t really thought through this intended clothing. Holding the shorts up, I can see it’s unlikely they’ll fit me anyway.

He hasn’t left me any socks. The concrete floor is cold on my bare feet. 

I rub my arms for warmth and tiptoe around the room, though the chain clinks with every step. The window has bars on it and the only other escape is into the house that holds my captor. I think about the strange intensity of his eyes whilst I circle the room. Something in their depths makes my heart beat faster. Worryingly, I can’t tell if it’s from attraction or fear. 

I try to console myself with what I do know: he doesn’t trust me and I’m not sure why.

The shirt I’m wearing smells familiar. I hold the collar to my nose and inhale. It’s the scent I was following through the woods. My eyes close, trying to hold onto the pieces as my shattered memory unlocks.

I’d finished work early enough for it not to be too dark. The snow had been lying thickly on the ground, decorating the trees and crisping the air. I’d thought it would be nice to take a walk. After all, I’d told myself it was no use being scared of doing something I enjoyed just because of one bad encounter.

And something my aunt had said just before she died kept circling in my head, spurring me on.

“You are a strong woman. Don’t forget that.”

It had been the first time in a week, since the wolf attack, that I’d felt brave enough to venture out into the woods once more. Colleagues had insisted I’d need to get back in the saddle, but with the precaution of a distress app installed on my phone. Working as an intern in conservation meant I’d be carrying out surveys in the field officially, sooner or later, anyway.

And it wasn’t as if I was still injured; the bite had healed surprisingly quickly.

So, from what I remember, I’d been wandering through the woods when I’d smelled something that seemed oddly strong and intriguing... 

I breathe in the scent of the shirt once more. It was definitely his aroma that I’d picked up on, but how could I have known that then? How could I have been able to smell him like that?

Back in the woods, I’d followed the out of place scent, oddly compelled to discover what it could be. Until, I’d realised that I’d wandered too far and too deep between the trees. Fear had whispered through my bones. That was when I’d heard the howl and the wolves had appeared.

Panicked, I’d fled and then...

And then the memory became muddled with a recurring dream. A stupid dream. A dream about–

“You’re awake.”

My eyes snap open. He’s stood in the doorway, a tray in his hands. His gaze narrows as I release the edge of the shirt collar I’ve been sniffing. There’s a bowl on the tray and I wonder if there’s poison or a date rape drug in it. My stomach rumbles, but I warn myself it would be better not to eat.

“Sorry it’s not cleaner,” he growls, meaning the shirt, like I’ve offended him in some way.

“If you let me go–”

“Not happening, bitch.”

I take a shuddered breath. He says that word so calmly, as if it’s a given that he should refer to me by it. But the only thing I recognise about him is his smell. “Did I... Do I know you? Have I upset you in some way? Is that why you’re doing this?”

He moves down the steps and places the tray on the mattress in the space on the floor between us, leaving the door open behind him. I glance at the square of inviting heat and light, only to hear him snicker. 

“Try it. Be my guest.”

I falter, shifting my weight uneasily. Part of me wants to take flight, but the other part knows there’s no point with the chain circling my ankle. I smooth the shirt down over the tops of my thighs.

“I don’t know you.”

My gaze snaps up, finding a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes that he quickly extinguishes. He pauses as if he’s reluctant to continue.

“We’ve never met and there isn’t a description of a current bitch circulating matching you, that I know of. So...” He gives me a piercing stare. “In answer to your question, no. I don’t know you. You’re the one who came here for me.” 

He seems certain of this, judging by his disdainful grimace, but I have no idea who he is or where ‘here’ is.

Clearly this man is a nutcase and I need to tread carefully. As far as I can tell, he’s only abducted and stripped me so far. Maybe he was going to string this out, try to twist me into being his slave, or something. At least that could mean I’ll stay alive for long enough to form an escape plan.

“Do you ask around for people that are ‘bitches’ a lot?”

He forms a curious expression that I can’t read. “What exactly do you think I mean by ‘bitches’?”

The question throws me off guard. My hand scrapes the hem of my shirt, flattening it self-consciously. Something about the way he asks makes me feel unnecessarily stupid. “People who... gossip and are generally not... nice...?”

The whole time I’m speaking he’s looking at me in confused irritability, like he thinks I’m lying or being evasive. His eyes glance downwards as I touch the hem of my shirt, skimming the tops of my thighs before flashing back up in a spark of self-directed anger. 

“She-wolf,” he grinds, taking a step around the mattress towards me. The chain clinks as I instinctively move back. His fists are clenched. “Female dog.” 

His hand clamps around my wrist, the heat of his palm unexpectedly warm. The same cannot be said for his eyes, which are fixed on me. My body stiffens, frozen in fear. There’s something guarded about him beneath that derisory glare. Something just out of reach. My heart beats fiercely. I can sense he’s holding down on an even deeper rage than he’s expressed. One that I shouldn’t taunt.

“Woman werewolf.”

I blink at the last remark. His lips turn into a snarl of a smirk. I instantly recognise that he trusts my surprise least. It’s odd that he’s suspicious of me when he’s the one that’s brought me here.

“Who bit you?” 

He raises my hand, bringing the fresh pink skin that marks my dissolving scab into the dull, sickly light. His grip has tightened and the way he says ‘who’ suggests he’s expecting a name and not a beast. 

“Are they the ones that sent you to find me?”

I try to yank my arm back from him. For a moment, I think he’s not a pervert at all, he’s just a lunatic. 

But then he leans in close to me. His gaze flickers down over my body, the scent of him, strangely intoxicating, wrapping around me. And I’m looking up into his dark eyes, holding my breath. He works his jaw and I sense the betrayal of sexual tension unfold bewilderingly in my stomach. 

I can’t be feeling this right now. I’m in a hostage situation. It’s ludicrous. 

However, I’m certain that if I’d seen him from across the room in a bar, he would have held my gaze for longer than necessary.

Then it occurs to me, he’s not a man that needs to kidnap to get a woman’s attention. So why am I here? 

“Tell me the truth or I’ll rip you limb from limb.”

My lip is shaking. His hand is still curled around my wrist. There’s distrust in his eyes, like I’m the bad guy.

“Answer me!”

“No one,” I stammer. “No one sent me. No one bit me. It was just a wolf.”

A frown instils itself on his face, but the distrust has waned. His lips press together and then he whispers, “A wolf.” He repeats it like he doesn’t believe me, like I’m tricking him somehow. 

“Yes. Just a wolf. I was out walking in the woods and I didn’t know it was there and–”

Tears prick my eyes and I can feel my breathing step up to almost hysterics. I’m still not over the event. The terror rebuilds below my ribs, constricting my breathing. 

His eyes widen as my breathing spirals out of control. I don’t know if it’s because I’m still traumatised by the event or because of what’s happening now, but I can feel my control slipping. My hands are trembling and the room is getting smaller. All I can think about is the wolf’s teeth.

“And I ran!” I almost choke, gulping air too fast. 

The room is narrowing to pinpricks, growing tinier and more claustrophobic with every hysterical breath. My captor has stiffened, his grip on me frozen, as is his gaze. Crushing stupidity and terror pushes down on me.

“And I ran and I ran!” 

Sobs constrict my already tight chest. Flashbacks blur my vision. The thought of the wolf panics me more than the thought of being trapped in this room. 

I try to pull away from the madman’s grip and, when I can’t, I beat my fist against his chest, repeating the mantra of my escape until he’s unexpectedly clutching me to him, smothering my fear in the folds of his arms. 

“I believe you,” he murmurs, faltering, lips close to my ear, tones lighter and less terrifying than before. 

My heart is hammering in my chest. I gulp in as much air as I can between each hysterical sob, breathing in his comforting aroma. My face presses against his chest. It feels like the scent of him is calling to me.

His fingers stagger through an uncertain swipe of my hair. My breathing slows as my body sags against his. I concentrate on the oddly comforting sensation as his confidence in the action increases; the feel of his fingers smoothing my tresses is actually helping. My hand clenches in his shirt front. I concentrate on the sound of his pulse beating against my ear. My face is damp, now, and so is his chest. Encased in the incredibly alluring scent of him, my own pulse is beginning to calm. 

“I’m going to help you figure this out.”

Figure what out?

“Nathaniel?”

The female voice rings out from the top of the steps. My captor steps back and, worryingly, I don’t know if I’m relieved he’s released me from his grasp or if I want to keep his arms and scent around me. 

The woman looks over at me from the second step down. I’ve never felt so small beneath somebody’s glare. She’s wearing a coat that’s dusted with snow. A shopping bag is looped over one arm and her gloved hand is holding the leather slip she has already removed.

My captor, Nathaniel, clears his throat, taking a couple of steps towards her. “I told you not to let yourself in.”

She tips her head on one side, revealing a tight smile as her eyes flicker momentarily back to me. “You didn’t answer the door.” Her gaze moves over my chain and the mattress. “If you wanted to play bondage games, you should have said.”

“You shouldn’t be in here.”

“Clearly.” Her lips purse. “I brought your groceries. And your liquor.” He grunts at the mention of the latter. She pauses thoughtfully. “She’s the girl from the local news. The one that got bitten by a wolf last week. Might be a thought when you dispose of the body. Or whatever you’re going to do with her.”

She turns on her heel and moves back into the light before glancing at him.

My breath catches in my throat. Dispose of the body?

“Coming?”

His whole profile has stiffened like the last five minutes haven’t happened. He heads for the stairs as she disappears completely. Then he pauses and speaks to me without turning. “Eat your soup or it’ll get cold. You’re going to need your strength.”
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Bitten: One Week Earlier
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It had snowed again, but that was nothing new this time of year in the state of Washington. I’d just finished working at the wildlife conservation centre for the evening. So far, my job involved typing up statistical information, but I’d been promised that I could go out on a few data retrieval missions soon.

My wellingtons crunched in the heavy snow as I snuffled deeper into my scarf. I’d tied it into a double layer, but even that didn’t seem to keep the cold out. The walk back to the intern cabin was a good twenty minutes away through the blanketed trees.

Not for the first time, I wondered if I’d made the right decision by heading to Washington.

I’d been staying with my aunt in America after she’d gotten ill and had nobody around to look after her. It had wrenched me to leave the UK and all my friends, but she was desperate and sick. Plus, I’d kind of felt indebted to her. After my parents had died, she’d been there for me. She’d been the only close family I’d had left.

And then she died, too.

By the time all of the legal stuff was cleared up, possessions taken care of, that sort of thing, I hadn’t had enough money to head back home. Stuck in dusty Oklahoma, I’d panicked and taken the lifeline my distant boyfriend had offered. He was part of a whale protection project that kept him almost constantly overseas. It was tough being together without being together, but he was always looking out for me.

That was how I’d ended up in Washington. The conservation centre I was working at had a low paid intern programme that he’d managed to convince a colleague to get me on. They’d generously helped to transport me across the country, too.

Which is why the swirl of homesickness in my stomach felt like ungratefulness and betrayal.

I dug my mobile out of my pocket, dialling Carrick’s number with frozen fingers. He picked up on the second ring, only he didn’t sound all that pleased to hear from me. “Yeah?”

“Uh, hi. I was just... calling to hear your voice, really.”

“Is there something wrong?”

I hesitated, biting my lip. “No... You’re just so far away and I miss you.”

“I’m always far away.” There was a disgruntled sigh. My hope for comfort crumpled. “Look, Rach, I’m busy. Call another time when you actually have something to tell me.”

“But I–”

The line clicked off and I glared at the mobile as if it was the hunk of metal’s fault. Stuffing the device back in my pocket, I trudged on. 

He’d been so distant lately. And not just geographically. Physically and emotionally, he’d just become so much harder to reach. The last time we’d seen each other, he’d barely wanted to touch me at all. And as for spending time with me... He’d packed his week up with events and visits that didn’t seem to involve me much either. 

I think I’d had one evening with him, totally alone. We’d stuck on a movie and, just when I was cuddling up, he’d started snoring with his head lolled back so that his nose built snot bubbles that would burst every five minutes.

We’d always been so close, before. And now...

I felt more alone than ever.

The snow fell heavier. I crossed my arms over my chest and hugged myself tighter, convincing myself that Carrick was just having a difficult day. Maybe the next time he came he would be more romantic. Just a little bit of intimacy would be nice. We hadn’t even had sex in more than a year...

My gaze tried to burn a hole into the snow beneath each footstep. Not that sex made a relationship, but it was a perk I wished I was able to indulge in more often.

“Watch where you’re going there, miss.” I stepped back, inhaling sharply as my gaze snapped up to the man stood before me. He had an arm reached towards me as if he was trying to stop me from walking into him, but he seemed a fraction too far away for that to be necessary. “Almost ran into me, there.” There was a bobble hat on his head and what looked like a rifle or a shotgun slung over his shoulder. 

“Um, yeah, sorry,” I stuttered, stupidly. He was staring at me, a smile plastered on his face, and I couldn’t help but think he’d tried to walk into me on purpose. I glanced nervously at the trees and the ample space between us and them.

“It’s not wise to be walking out here in this weather on your own, miss.”

I shuffled my feet awkwardly. “Uh, yeah, I know. I’m just heading home.” He nodded, watching me like a cat with a mouse. “It’s not far,” I added, thinking of warmth and more distance between me and this man.

My gaze briefly lit on his gun. It was polished up. He must have been the poacher that I’d been warned about. Nobody had caught him with any of the endangered wildlife, yet, but he’d been seen often enough disappearing into the woods for his description to have been circulated amongst the staff of the conservation centre.

If I squinted and imagined away his hat and gun, then he could be the man who’d been playing cards in the corner of the small local bar a few nights ago. He was skinny and freckled with wiry mahogany hair. Not well built or physically threatening. And yet... 

Every fibre of my being had me feeling like a chicken cornered by a fox.

“Would you like me to walk you back safe?”

I swallowed and thought there was no way I could like an idea less, but he was still smiling at me, teeth white and sharp. A shiver traced down my spine. “I’m good, thanks. I know my way.”

“I should insist–”

“And I should report you for poaching,” I snapped nervously.

There was a pop of surprise and then his smile became a smirk. His hand smoothed the wooden base of his shotgun. I gulped in icy air, wishing I’d held my tongue. “Thought there was some hidden spunk to you. Y’seem so submissive on the surface.”

I could hear the ragged passage of my breath as I struggled for a response. 

“We’re gonna have some fun, you and me, missy.”

“No, we’re not,” I answered and hurried past him, feeling my feet pick up to an unusually fast pace. I didn’t dare to look back for a good five minutes. When I did finally slow down, he’d gone and there was nothing but snow and trees to see around me.

I paused to catch my breath, listening to my own pants as they slowed and eased, doubled over in relief that the strange man was gone. Then the noises separated and I realised I could hear someone else breathing. I lifted my head and opened my eyes.

Something else.

There was a wolf mere inches from my face.
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Hattie’s Draught
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The noises upstairs get louder. My captor sounds drunk.

The mattress is lumpy. I sit cross-legged and stare at the bowl of cold soup. My stomach rumbles and I desperately want some, but what if he’s drugged it? What if it’s all a trick? There’s bread with the soup. I pick it apart slowly, savouring my small mouthfuls. Unless he’s baked it himself, I doubt he’s tainted that.

I wonder how long it’ll be before work report me as missing or Carrick realises he can’t get in touch with me. He was supposed to video call me in the next few days. Surely, he’d realise I was missing if nobody else did?

Right...?

“Georgina Rachel Appleby.” 

Nathaniel is silhouetted in the doorway. His words are slurred. He stumbles down the top two steps and my instinct urges me to catch him, but I force myself to remain frozen on the floor. As I contemplate my traitorous impulse, he makes the rest of his way more easily. I don’t know whether or not I’m relieved that he hasn’t fallen and smashed his face in. He crouches down beside me, his face inches from mine. I can smell alcohol and something else on his breath. 

“That’s who you are. Hattie showed me, Georgie.”

“Rachel,” I correct, with a tinge of irritation. “Everyone calls me Rachel.”

“Not me, Georgina.” He smirks and takes a swig from the bottle in his hand as I wrinkle my nose. “It’s been a long time since I met a she-wolf.” 

He leans in and I hold my breath as he smells my hair, the heat of his body too close. I can feel the gentle scrape of his stubble against my skin as he inhales. Involuntarily, I close my eyes. My heart is pounding and my mouth is running dry. I’ve been down here too long already. This weird intimacy is setting me on edge. I haven’t been touched like this in a while and, I realise, I should be feeling repulsed right now... but I’m not.

And I don’t know why. 

“Hattie showed me the story online. About you getting bitten.” The words are slurred into my hair, vibrating through me. His fingers clumsily tangle in loose strands. 

A shiver caresses my spine. “I’m supposed to be doing an interview with the local paper tomorrow,” I lie, nervously. “If I don’t show up, they’ll realise I’m missing and come find me. You’ll be sorry you kidnapped me.”

He inhales once more and leans back to take another draught from his bottle. I can smell something weird mixed into it, something my nose seems certain doesn’t belong. But how could I know that? 

Nathaniel sets the bottle down on the floor, the level inside reveals he’s drank very little. A frown furrows my brow momentarily. So why is he slurring so much?

“You

























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





