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The barrage of filth that escapes his lips just earns him another dousing of ice water. 

I dump the empty metal bucket near the door. My arms fold across my chest as I fix him with a bored stare. He rattles the chains around his wrists, snarling some more. I’m thankful that the old workshop is a pretty solid build, especially the beams his chains are wrapped around.

“Shall we try again?” I drawl, wearily.

“Fuck you! I’ll only speak to your master,” he snarls.

I roll my eyes. All these werewolves are the same. Just because I’m female they think I have an alpha somewhere keeping me under the thumb. And having the crap beaten out of them by a female werewolf? It doesn’t go over too well.

But I don’t have a ‘master’ or an ‘alpha’. The wolf that sired me is dead and I’m under nobody’s control.

My jaw clenches as a familiar scent hits my nostrils.

Nathan’s claim is still holding strong over me, even after a year. Every now and again, I catch the aroma myself and feel the roll of need in my belly. But, of course, that’s what this big brute can smell. That’s why he thinks he’s talking to the slave and not the master.

I move closer to the woodburning stove, sliding one end of the poker into the flames before I turn back to him. His muscles ripple and tense in his manacles. He’s at least twice my size. Getting his prone body into my makeshift shackles had been hard enough.

“I think you’re labouring under the false pretence that I’m working for somebody else.”

“Get me your alpha, pussy.”

My eyebrow raises almost involuntarily. “I really don’t care for that word,” I respond, drily, as he watches me with narrowed eyes. His mouth curls into a smug grin.

“Cunt,” he snarls.

I sigh. “Really grown up.” 

The poker is warm in my hand, the other end red with heat. His gaze follows the sizzling tip as I bring it close to his chest and press it against one of his pecs. There’s a menacing sizzle as his skin burns and he yowls in pain. I take a step back, admiring the welt for a moment, and then popping the tip of my chosen weapon back into the blazing fire.

“Now...” I turn back to him, letting my alpha power flare from my body like a warning. His piggy eyes go round. “Where’s my brother?”

“Not possible,” he whispers, incredulous. “You can’t be... You’re a bitch...”

What he doesn’t realise is that I’ve heard that at least a hundred times or more this past year. Male werewolves seem to think they have the monopoly on being an alpha. But, I suppose, there are fewer female werewolves.

“You know? I’m getting tired of all your male chauvinist bullshit, Purdue,” I say, ignoring the confusion on his face. “Now tell me what you did with Stephen. I know you were the last to see him.”

“Fuck you,” he replies, but less certain than he was before. 

I breathe another sigh and collect the poker, again, burning his other pec. Of course, he starts screaming more profanities. I wave the iron in his face to get his attention.

“My patience is getting really goddamn thin. Where is he?”

He glares at me, baring his teeth. Fucking wolves.

I lift the iron and bring it down, hard, on his leg. There’s a satisfying crunch and shout of pain. His weight shifts, suddenly lopsided. I keep going, though, raising my target to his rock-hard abdomen and giving it all I’ve got. When he looks as exhausted as I feel, I stop, taking a few steps back and resting on the poker.

“Where is Stephen?”

“He owed money.”

“No shit, genius,” I snap.

Purdue grits his teeth. There’s pain behind his gaze, but he doesn’t look weak enough, quite yet. He snarls, “Boss wanted paying.”

“So where is he?”

He spits a mixture of blood and saliva that splatters on my cheek. I wipe it off with my sleeve and give him a disappointed look before sighing. The poker flips in my hands like a baton before I drive it into his shoulder. 

Purdue roars in agony. His breath hisses between his teeth.

I lean on the pole, slowly driving it deeper and through the other side as I speak. “I can keep going. All we have to do is wait until it starts healing and then I’ll just open it all up again.”

“Fuck you,” he growls.

I yank the poker back out of his shoulder and thrust it into his leg.

“Who’s your boss?”

“Fuck!” he snarls in pain.

“Come on, Phil,” I say in a bored, sing-song way. “You can do better than this.”

“McGarrett. My boss is McGarrett.”

“And he had you abduct Stephen?”

Purdue nods, his nostrils flaring as he tries to temper his pain. His eyes are fixed on mine. I can see the flush rising in his neck. Blood trickles from his shoulder.

“Why?” I press.

“I don’t fucking know, bitch.”

I narrow my eyes and yank the poker back out as roughly as I can, brandishing it as if I’m going to stab him again.

“I don’t fucking know!” he shouts, panicked. “I just collect. And when they can’t pay, I take them!”

He looks like he’s telling the truth. My fingers readjust on the poker. I lower it a little, but not enough that he thinks I’ve given up. “Where did you take him?”

Purdue shakes his head, like he knows I’m not going to like his answer. “Drop off point. Flint and Carlos take them. I just knock ’em out and get them there.”

“How do I find them?”

“You don’t,” he replies hoarsely. “Boss sorts it.” He gulps. “Look, they only show up when there’s someone to collect.”

“Okay,” I murmur, thoughtfully, and step away from him.

He huffs out a relieved breath, but continues watching me. I hang the poker back by the fire and stick another log on. The weather is cold outside and the old workshop has pretty thin walls. The least I can do is to keep the stupid brute warm.

“Are you gonna let me go?”

“Hah,” I reply, mirthlessly. “Ask me another one.”

I scoop up the tepid bottle of cheap vodka by the fire. His eyes follow me warily as I move back towards him. Maybe he thinks I’m going to light it and throw it at him. Not today. Instead, I start pouring the liquid over his open wounds.

“Motherfucker!” he snarls angrily. “I answered your fucking questions!”

“Uh huh,” I say, tightening the lid back on the bottle as the spirit trickles over his injuries. “And I’ve just disinfected your wounds so they heal properly.”

He scowls at me, clearly confused. It’s highly unlikely any other torturers would do that, but I don’t want to kill him. I have enough weighing on my conscience without another life.

“If you sit tight for a few hours, I’ll see about some food for you.”

Purdue narrows his eyes. “You don’t torture people much, do you?”

“Would you rather I shoot you?”

He doesn’t say anything, just swallows.

“Didn’t think so.”

I head outside into the cold air, dragging the old, corrugated door shut to keep the heat in. Hopefully, the bastard isn’t lying. My hands dig into my pockets, nudging my phone. It does a little shudder like it has some notifications for me, so I fish it out, hoping it’s more news on Stephen’s whereabouts. Instead, I have a block of missed calls.

Lucas Odell.

The bottom feels like it drops out of my stomach. I dial his number with trepidation lurching through my system. The last time we spoke he’d been trying t o convince me to finally talk to Nathan.

Nathan...

The man I’d slept with after shooting his former lover dead. Only, he didn’t know why I’d left him. He still thought Odell had killed Anna saving me.

“Georgie?” Odell answers, his voice tight.

“Hey. Is everything okay?” I ask anxiously.

“You didn’t answer.”

I pause, reaching the house. Glancing around for onlookers, I lean myself up in a cleft of the stonework. The old place is pretty much derelict and I don’t want to be reported for squatting. “I was busy,” I reply. “I have a new lead. A good one this time.”

“Oh cool.” He sounds coy. “So tell me whereabouts you are and I’ll fly in and help.”

I swallow. “I don’t need–”

“I’m worried, Georgie.”

I suck in a breath. “If this is about–”

“You need to talk to Nath–”

Sounds in the background interrupt whatever Odell is about to say. My brow knits together as I try to piece together what’s going on. It sounds like someone has entered the room he’s in. His voice cuts in again, but he’s not talking to me.

“I don’t think that’s–”

My heart leaps into my throat. “Odell? Are you with him?”

“Dahlin?”

Nathan’s voice comes over the line. He sounds urgent. The timbre of his voice is rough and sexy as ever. Every single one of my nerve endings fires with nervous energy. I swallow and hold my breath, frozen in place, clutching the phone to my ear.

“Just fucking speak to me.”

He sounds raw, desperate. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. What am I supposed to say? Hi, Nathan, just letting you know I murdered Anna but how’ve you been?

“Goddamn it, Georgie!”

I click off the line, breathing hard.

Odell’s number rings back almost immediately. I brush the sudden tears from my eyes and take a deep inhale, then cancel the call. My heart clenches. I can’t do this. Odell said to leave it a couple of months, but it’s been a year and I still can’t bring myself to tell him the truth. I just can’t see Nathan’s heart break. Not over that bitch.

Another call comes through. Cancelling it, I flip the phone onto mute.

I’m still in love with him. 

And I can’t do this.
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Over Breakfast And Drinks
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The bar is dim and full of voices. Body heat makes the room terribly humid, but it’s warmer than the house so I can hardly complain. Most things are warmer than the house.

I squeeze through the cacophony of bodies to the man waving from the end of the bar. He flashes me a wolfish smile and I drink in his familiar scent. It almost feels like having my own packmate, but not quite...

“Hey!” Mark beams. “If it isn’t my favourite girl!”

I return his grin with a wan smile. My heart is a million miles away, back in a bar where Nathan was the one watching me with heat in his eyes.

“You okay? Something wrong?”

“No. No, I just have a headache,” I lie feebly, wondering how much longer I can avoid having that overdue conversation with Nathan.

“Uh huh... Sure.” Mark’s eyes are on my face. Without a word, he snatches a napkin from the bar and wipes my cheek. Scarlet stains through the white. “Who’d you fight this time?”

“I got some information. Names this time,” I reply through pursed lips, glancing at the girls dancing nearby. They’re clearly friends of Mark, but they don’t have a trace of werewolf or supernatural about their scent. He gives me a look.

“Uh huh. Let me get you a drink.”

He waves over the bartender as I turn to observe the room. People are dancing and drinking, close together like they’ve never heard of personal space before. There’s a scrape behind me as a glass is pushed across the top of the bar. My gaze moves mutedly over the white wine. 

Mark is always drinking wine like he thinks it makes him sophisticated or something. He’s still a werewolf, though. I watch him take a sip. He’s in a tight, smart casual shirt and chinos that show off his arse. It’s probably why he has more than one girl vying for his attention in the bar. Easy charm rolls off him in waves. He’s an acquaintance of an acquaintance of Odell that I was put in touch with after my flight back to England. Mark is someone that has his fingers in a lot of pies and, currently, my only friend for a hundred miles.

I scoop up my glass and down most of the wine. Mark watches me in open horror before raising an eyebrow. “What’s got your knickers in a twist?” 

“Nothing,” I answer, feeling the welcome zing of alcohol bubbling through my insides. “I just feel like we’re so close...”

“Shouldn’t you be happier, then?” he asks over the music.

“I am happy.”

He raises an eyebrow again.

“Just anxious,” I qualify and finish off the wine.

“Go on, then,” he replies, indulging me. “What names did you get?”

“Flint and Carlos. They work for someone called McGarrett?”

Mark chokes a little on his wine. “Oh shit.”

“You know them?” I press.

“I know of McGarrett.” Mark sets his wine glass on the bar and wipes his lip with a fresh napkin. His gaze runs over me like he’s loth to tell me any more.

I try not to clench my fist. The more we’ve gotten to know each other, the more Mark has started trying to protect me. As yet, I haven’t determined whether that’s because he sees me as a packmate or because he wants to screw me.

To be fair to him, Nathan once rather indelicately informed me that all female werewolves smell like sex to males. I swallow. And then he’d kissed me until I barely knew my own name. Heat rises up my throat at the recollection.

“He’s an arsehole and a loan shark,” Mark continues, spinning the stem of his glass between his thumb and forefinger. “Your brother really knows some nice geezers. Jesus...”

I shrug. I haven’t seen Stephen in years.

If it wasn’t for finding his name and photograph in Anna’s files, it’s unlikely I would ever have found out that he was a werewolf. She’d been planning to use him to breed some kind of werewolf army until he’d escaped and she’d set her sights on Nathan. And now I was using him as a part excuse to avoid Nathan as I chased his trail of destruction around England, slowly realising that when I found him I might have to save him from himself.

“I have one of McGarrett’s men–”

Mark holds his hand up to stop me, really choking on his drink this time. Once he’s finished coughing through his surprise, he fixes me with wide, concerned eyes, his tone hushed but sharp. “Sorry, you ‘have’ one of his men? Do you also have a death wish, Georgina?”

I roll my eyes and signal the bartender for a shot of tequila. “I need to find Stephen. That’s all.”

“Uh huh. Yeah.” 

I glance over at him with an unimpressed eyebrow raised. He has his arms crossed over his chest, which he drops with an exasperated exhale at my withering glare.

“What are you really running from?”

Nathan...

“Nothing,” I murmur.

“You’re a bad liar.”

He shakes his head and leans back against the bar, watching the nearby girls dancing. They give him flirty looks that I choose to ignore, turning to capture my newly acquired shot.

“Do you want to stay over tonight?” he asks.

I down the tequila. Sucking in oxygen over my teeth with a wince, my narrowed gaze finds him. He’s giving me that sincere expression of his that he seems to reserve for when he thinks I’m being unreasonable. I turn back to the bartender and signal for another shot, muttering to Mark over my shoulder. “We’ve been through this...”

“Well, you need to wash that blood off and I know you haven’t any hot, running water in that place.”

It takes me a few minutes before I finally growl, “Fine. But no matter how drunk you get, you keep your hands to yourself.”

“Don’t I always?” he smiles in mock offence. 

Hours later, I wake up to the cloying stench of male werewolf. A soft groan of regret peals from my lips. My head is pounding, probably from all of the tequila. Wherever I am, it’s not terribly warm and I’m covered in what feels like a scratchy blanket. I try to rewind my brain before I open my eyes and face the world.

We’d gone to Mark’s flat, with a detour to the takeaway, and I’d showered. He’d been passed out on the sofa when I’d returned, drool slicking the side of his face. Without waking him, I’d taken his pizza and headed back to find my bike to cycle home. And now I was...

I open my eyes.

In the workshop. The stench I can smell is Purdue, still hanging dolefully from his chains. Why am I in there? Ugh...

The fire in the stove is almost out. Stiff joints unfold and I crawl over to stuff a few more logs in and wake up the embers. Crouched in front of the grate, I wonder, not for the first time, how the hell my life had ended up like this.

“You talk in your sleep,” a gruff voice states from the other side of the room. I shove the poker about in the growing flames, watching the fire take hold. “Who’s Nathan?”

My body tenses.

“What’s the matter? Did I hit a nerve?” Purdue sneers.

I take a whiff of the smoke, trying to scour his stench from my nostrils. Straightening, I head over to where he’s chained, stopping when we’re square. My arms fold across my chest. “Do you want me to hit another nerve?” I ask and gesture towards the stove. “If you give me a minute, I’ll have the poker ready for you.”

“Fuck you, bitch.”

I sigh. “We really have to work on your manners.” Turning my back on him, I sift through the junk in the room until I find the pizza box. His eyes are on me the whole time, burning into my backside like he’s in heat. “You hungry?” I venture.

His glare is one of contempt and suspicion.

I roll my eyes and take a bit. My nose scrunches in disgust. “Ugh. I hate pepperoni.”

“Then why did you buy it?” he asks, clearly unable to help himself.

“I didn’t.”

He narrows his eyes on me, continuing to watch as I stuff the cold pepperoni in my mouth. I chew it slowly, taking my time to let the cheese snap from my lips. There’s a low growl that clearly comes from his belly. Fella with so many muscles probably needs far more to eat than I do.

“I thought you weren’t hungry?”

He scowls back at me.

I chew on the thick bread of the crust, keeping eye contact with him. It’s been a while since I’ve eaten proper human food and not just what I’ve hunted out of the nearby woods. “Look, it’s either this or fresh rabbit,” I reason with him, allowing a modicum of kindness to lilt my voice, “and I probably won’t be having this again any time soon. So, make your mind up, Purdue.”

“Fine,” he grunts, “but I don’t want any crust.”

My eyes roll before I can stop them. “I didn’t realise I was dining with a food critic.” Chancing it, I take a step closer to the behemoth of a man and offer a slice up to his mouth. The caged animal glances at me before he tears a chunk of pizza, mashing it hard and fast, then ripping another mouthful. We’re on the third piece when he finally slows down, still watching me warily as he chews.

“I thought females were supposed to be submissive and only report to their alphas.”

My lips compress. That was one of the first things I’d learned about being a werewolf. And Nathan had tried, unsuccessfully, to teach me it. My heart thunders in my chest. He’d told me he was going to make me submit to him. And when he’d tried to dominate me, it had ended in the best, mind numbing sex...

I swallow. Why does everything have to be about him?

Because the last time I saw him... The last time we’d made love... I’d thought of him possessively as mine and I couldn’t get that out of my head.

“Do I look like I report to an alpha?” I growl.

Purdue frowns. He’s chewing this last bit of pizza so slowly he might be going for the world record. I can see everything whirring in his head. He seems to be really looking at me, now, trying to decipher just how I hit him with a display of alpha power.

The first time I did it, I hadn’t realised. It was Anna’s outraged squeal and Odell’s gasp of admiration that had tipped me off. Since then, I’d been practising so that I could flip it on at will, like Nathan. Of course, I mostly practised in the woods on rabbits and the occasional deer. They would prick up their ears and run. Not that the effect on humans wasn’t something similar.

“Someone’s claimed you, though.”

Nathan...

I swallow hard. “Yeah. More fool him,” I snap.

Purdue fixes me with some side eye. “Your brother is a little gobshite, too.” 

I can’t help the smile that fixes itself to my face. I take my own bite of pizza. Purdue has demolished over half of it, now, and really it would have been better if it could have lasted the rest of the day. Judging by the light seeping in at the cracks of the building, it’s still ridiculously early. It means I’m going to have to go rabbiting again and with the nights drawing in, the pickings are becoming slim.

“You’re not part of a pack?”

Purdue is looking at me curiously. Clearly, he hasn’t met many, if any, females of his own kind before. “No,” I answer and pause. “Are you? With McGarrett and Flint and that?”

Contemplating me, his reply is slow. “With McGarrett. Flint and Carlos are just contracted.”

The peculiar tone of his words piques my attention. “They’re not wolves?”

“Vampires,” he growls.

My thoughts drift to Odell. He’s a vampire, but he’s a friend. I’ve even spared him some of my blood before now. “You don’t like them?” I prod cautiously.

“Slippery bastards. Know too much,” he responds gruffly and succinct.

That figures. Why would McGarrett give a wolf like Purdue any more responsibility than necessary? He wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer. Hell, it hadn’t taken a genius to abduct him. Just a little female scent to draw him out and then clunk him on the head with the heaviest object I could find. Loading him on the trailer and cycling back with him had been the hardest part.

Why would McGarrett invest in a drone like him? Which meant Flint and Carlos were the people I needed to interrogate. Only, they’d be smarter than this clod.

“Must suck that McGarrett trusts them more than you.”

He glares at me and I shrug a shoulder in response.

“Just saying, Purdue. He makes you collect his cash, but he doesn’t let you know what happens further down the line.”

The brute grumbles. “I know my place.”

“He’s not going to be too happy when he finds out you’ve been talking to me, though.”

Purdue clamps his lips shut in a scowl.

In mock thought, I toy with my last slice of cold pizza. “He’s going to think you’re a liability – getting caught. Blabbing... Maybe he’ll send Flint and Carlos to deal with you.”

“I’d kill them first,” he snarls, puffing up his chest.

“But then McGarrett would have to get rid of you,” I muse. Purdue bares his teeth at the thought. Another bite of pizza hides my smile. “I mean, I could always deal with them. They know where my brother is. It wouldn’t look suspicious for me to sort them out.”

Purdue is watching me closely, weighing up his options. My gaze strays to the fire as if I haven’t realised he’s working out what might benefit him most.

“Werewolves should stick together,” I continue, chewing slowly. “Vampires have no loyalty.”

His eyes find my face.

“It would be easy to suggest that they were the ones who betrayed McGarrett...”

“There’s a juice bar on Main Street,” Purdue growls. “I’ve seen them there together before.”

I turn to face him. The stench of his sweat is curling into my nostrils again. It would be nicer if I could hose him off. If it came to it, maybe he’d have to settle for a sponge bath or wet wipes. Ew.

“How will I recognise them?”
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The juice bar is quiet. My meagre loose change secures me the cheapest thing on their menu, which I carry into the darkest corner of the room and nurse for a few hours.

Eventually, when I’m starting to think I should cut my losses, two men matching Purdue’s descriptions enter the shop. The tall guy is of Asian descent. Purdue didn’t call him that, though.

He gets to the counter first, dark hair flipped across his brow. I watch his hand slip into his back pocket as he retrieves his wallet. This must be Flint. His companion moves close to him, resting a hip against the bar. He’s turned side on to Flint with an atmosphere that makes me think they might be more than just friends.

Dark hair and tanned skin makes it reasonable to assume he could be Carlos, the Puerto Rican. They’re whispering something between them. Flint laughs and then freezes. I see him sniff the air.

I swear below my breath.

Carlos’s eyes slip my way and I avert my gaze to my drink. They must have clocked my unusual scent. I shift in my seat, hoping they’ll assume I’m just another patron despite clearly being a werewolf.

After a few minutes, my gaze flicks up. They’re heading my way.

I hold my breath until I realise they’ve chosen a seat fairly close to me. My hackles rise, sprung for flight. They chatter in what I
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