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THE WOLF WAS ON EDGE today.

Nikolai felt him lashing outward, fangs extended, as though he might will his own manifestation, and knew that it was more than the coming storm or the recent unsanctioned kills that had him clawing for release.

The storm was beyond either of their control.  Nikolai had weathered enough of them here in the Alaskan wilderness to know preparation was key—and he was meticulously prepared.  As for the unsanctioned kills, that could only be one of two possibilities; either a rogue was hunting without permission on the clan’s lands, or poachers were illegally hunting inside their private territory.  If it was the former, clan law would come into effect and the intruder would be dealt with swiftly and without mercy; if it was the latter, while that could cause a more complicated matter and likely necessitate having the local enforcement officers pay a visit, it was still not enough to get the wolf wound as tight as he was now; no, as unwelcome as both prospects were, that privilege was reserved for the woman who would be arriving today—the twin sister of Niko’s own sister-in-law.  A sister whom, until just a few short months ago, no one even knew existed.

It was the anticipation of her arrival here in Raven Falls that had the wolf staring ferociously back at him in the reflection of the mirror now, challenging Niko’s control.  Nikolai held that stare, enforcing the beast’s submission as golden eyes glared at him alight with an unnatural, untamed glow.  The wolf was a descendant of the Therion people, an Alpha, and used to having his demands met.

Nikolai, however, was not ruled by his beast.  Keeping the wolf in check came easily to him—most of the time—his very survival in such a modern world dictated that it should.

Still, it was not a natural trait for the wolf to concede; the beast lived in a world ruled by instinct where hunger, pain, and the desire to survive were the triggers that drove him into action.  But he was much more than a beast; a kink in the evolution of nature had placed him at the top of all species by giving him a human connection.  Whether the first of their kind were born wolf with the ability to take on a human shape or born human with the ability to become the wolf was largely unknown and could only be speculated on by the scholars of his kind.  In many ways the origin of the Therion was unimportant.  Man, and wolf were one, by nature’s decree since a time long before pharaohs built great pyramids.

And so, the wolf fed off of Nikolai’s emotions, was influenced by them since without them he would have lacked any natural attachment to something so human as a conscience.  And while the wolf could only make choices based on his natural instincts, his connection to Niko’s thoughts, his deepest desires, and fears gave the wolf a blueprint of what was right and wrong, and ultimately, what was necessary.  And right now, it was necessary for Nikolai to maintain control

So, as Nikolai gazed at the reflection in the mirror, and saw himself reflected in the wolf’s eyes, he used the technique taught to him by his elders.  There was no denying his beast, it was as much a part of him as the lungs he needed to breathe.  But it was not all of him, just as he was not all of the wolf.  He did not have to fight the beast to subdue him, merely accept him.

In doing so, he let the tension slowly wash from his shoulders in waves like a receding tide.  He chose his point of focus, slowed his heart rate, calmed his breathing, let his arms hang loosely at his sides, hands unclenched, and fingers relaxed until the last of the tension disappeared from his body and the glowing, golden irises faded to brown.

The wolf allowed himself to rest.

The gruff sound of a throat being cleared broke Nikolai’s newfound peace and he turned; one dark eyebrow raised at the intruder.  Gregor stood in the doorway, his bulky frame nearly eclipsing any light behind him.

“You wished to see me?”  The submissive tone coming from such a burly, weathered man should have seemed out of place, in fact, it would have, had he been speaking to anyone other than Nikolai, his Alpha, whom Gregor held with the highest esteem and respect.

Nikolai turned fully to face the man; brows drawn.  “That’s right.  I did.”  He’d been so preoccupied with the wolf and thoughts of their upcoming visitor that he’d completely forgotten.

Already their guest was wreaking havoc on his life and she hadn’t yet arrived, the thought caused his mouth to twist wryly as he motioned for Gregor to enter.

The burly man ducked through the doorframe to follow Nikolai to a table near the window where an aerial view map of their territory was laid out.  

Nikolai tapped his finger on a spot on the map that he’d marked with a red X.  

“That’s the last kill sight.”  

Gregor bent himself over the table and squinted at the area where Nikolai had pointed.  For a man past eighty years of age, he looked no older than thirty, his swarthy good looks a favorite of the girls he liked to dally with in Juneau on his monthly trips to the city

“What’s this?”  His meaty finger indicated another place on the map which Niko had marked with a circle about four miles to the west of the X.

“There’s a system of caverns there I want you to check out.”  Nikolai leaned his palms on the table. “Some of the tunnels go on for miles, two of them extend out beyond our territory, into the conservation park.  They used to be impassable, but it’s been a long time since anyone’s been down there, they might have opened up.”

“You think a rogue got in through there?”  Gregor folded his arms and glared down at the map.  

The prospect of a rogue infringing on their territory didn’t sit well with the clan.  Laws had to be upheld.  Territories were open to other clan members, but only by permission from the Alpha family.  Any lone wolf could be granted asylum inside any clan’s territory as long as the laws were applied and followed.  Anyone who did not follow those laws was punished by death.  There was no room for forgiveness when all it would take was one act of carelessness to bring down the veil that had hidden their existence from the rest of the world since before the Dark Ages.  It was better to be written about as nothing more than bedtime stories designed to frighten little children, the stuff of Hollywood horror legends, than to be exposed and exterminated for the true beasts they were.

Their ancestors had fought hard against extinction more times than any of them cared to think about.  Now, in this modern world, their numbers were low with an even lower rate of successful reproduction.  As Alpha of the Alaskan clan, the weight fell on Nikolai’s shoulders to maintain order, it was his responsibility to ensure that the laws set down by the Elders to govern and protect, and most importantly keep their existence beneath that veil, were followed—and punishments were swiftly met.  

“I think it’s the most plausible area to search.  It’s close to the kill sights and within range of the mountains.”  Nikolai straightened, levelled his gaze on Gregor.  “I want you to take a handful of men and two of the Rovers,” he said, referring to the all-terrain vehicles they used to traverse the rugged Alaskan wilderness.  “Check out those tunnels; you’ll have to refrain from changing,” he warned.  “If I’m wrong, and it is poachers hiding there, you can’t afford to be caught in anything other than human form.  I don’t need any casualties on our side and it’s imperative that there is no loss of life on the human’s.  The last thing we need are humans investigating on our lands.”

Gregor inclined his head. “And if it is the rogue?”

Nikolai pressed his lips together before answering.  “If it is a rogue, bring it to the bunker and secure it there.  I’ll deal with it.”  His meaning didn’t require an explanation.

Gregor grunted.  “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather we dispose of the problem...with the arrival of the new sielos draugus, you perhaps will have your hands full?”

Nikolai narrowed his gaze at the man who immediately offered an apologetic half-smile to show he meant no disrespect.  “The arrival of Thoryn’s sister will have no impact on anyone other than Mikhale and Thoryn.”  And if he kept telling himself that, Nikolai thought with a grimace, he might actually start believing it as well.

“My apologies,” Gregor bowed his head, hesitating as though uncertain if he should say what was obviously on his mind.

Nikolai waited, brows raised, then sighed with impatience and exasperation.  “Spit it out man.”

Gregor shrugged and offered an embarrassed smile.  “It’s just that, after the meeting you held last week to prepare the clan for the arrival of Thoryn’s sister...there was some speculation as to what the sielos draugus would mean...to you...”

Nikolai blew a breath up toward the ceiling and asked the gods for patience.  He had known there would be gossip surrounding the woman’s visit, bringing someone into clan territory who was essentially human was tricky at best, but bringing one in who was sielos draugus and had no idea that the Therion gene ran in her blood as well was downright insane.  He’d needed the support of all the clan members if it was going to work, otherwise it would not have been mentioned.  As Alpha, his word was law and his people would have had to accept the woman’s presence either way, but he simply could not risk someone changing right in front of her and ousting them before he’d gotten a chance to prepare her, so his orders had been simple, they were to appear as a normal, human settlement.  Easy, right?  Nikolai suppressed a growl.

Raking his fingers through his hair he turned from Gregor and headed to the small bar, which he kept well stocked, on the other side of the room. He felt the other man’s curious gaze on him, though Gregor waited quietly while Nikolai poured himself a shot of whisky and tossed it down his throat, enjoying the comfort of the burning liquid before pouring two more and offering one to Gregor, who accepted, taking the glass in his beefy hand and lifting it in salute to Niko before bringing it to his own lips.  

Nikolai stared into his own glass, watching the swirling golden liquid for a moment as he gathered his thoughts.  “I’m not surprised that the clan is talking” he said after a moment of contemplation.

“It is the timing,” Gregor offered with a shrug, as a way to excuse the wagging tongues who would make Niko’s business their own.  “It comes just on the heels of the Elder’s last decree.”

Nikolai’s jaw clenched.  “Yes.”  He felt his wolf stir and tipped the glass to his lips to help soothe the beast.  “The decree which states that I—as Alpha—must be bound to an Alphamate before the year’s end,” he growled.

Niko moved to a chair near the fireplace and motioned for Gregor to do the same.  Gregor sat in the chair adjacent, his gaze studying the fire.

“The Elders, they will choose one for you, should you not choose one for yourself?”  Gregor finally inquired; his tone laced with caution as he was no doubt aware the subject was a touchy one with Niko.

Nikolai grimaced, his jaw tightening.  He didn’t need reminding.  The last council meeting had left a sour taste in his mouth.  Of course, he’d known that the topic of his bachelorhood had been at the forefront for a while now, his own parents, whom also sat on the counsel as Alpha Dominai, had been pushing the subject; especially after he’d allowed his brother to wed Thoryn just over a year ago, instead of taking the sielos draugus for his own mate, which had been expected—not  that he had even considered doing that.  Mikhale and Thoryn had been bound to one another from the moment that Mikhale had rescued her from the streets of Vancouver and whisked her here to Alaska.  The fact that she had turned out to be sielos draugus—one of the rare genetic anomalies that occurred when a Therion mated with a human and as such, revered, honored, and protected amongst the clans—had nothing to do with it.  

Nikolai admittedly wasn’t up to speed on the complete nature of reproductive genetics with his own species.  But he knew enough to get him by.  And he knew that the sielos draugus were a uniquely rare occurrence in that most fetuses, which were the result of a mating between a shifter and human, were rarely viable.  Only about one in one million survived.  Those that did survive, like Thoryn, while predominantly human in that she could not take on a wolf—or any shape, still held many Therion traits...namely increased metabolism, longevity of life, and natural regenerative healing which began during sexual maturation, with the added ability to birth more than the normal one or two children, as was the unfortunate case with Therion to Therion couplings where a maximum of two pregnancies per lifetime were possible, even if improbable and with the offspring being predominantly male.  Any offspring of a Therion and sielos draugus were capable of viable reproduction, no matter the sex, and passed the Therion gene to both male and female offspring alike so that both sexes were able to shift into full Therion form—they were Nature’s insurance policy that the species would survive.

“A sielos draugus as an Alphamate would ensure a strong bloodline,” Gregor implied, quietly, bringing Nikolai’s thoughts back to the matter at hand.  He knew that Gregor would not be discussing this now if it wasn’t already rampant talk amongst the clan. 

“I’m aware that some in our clan still think that I should have claimed Thoryn for myself.”  Nikolai held up his hand to silence Gregor when he would have spoken.  “I understand their concern, my friend, I do not condemn them for it.  But I will not allow them, nor will I allow the counsel, to attach me to the first available female for the sakes of strengthening the bloodline and securing my future place as Alpha Dominai alongside my parents.  If I fail to produce an heir, Mikhale’s children will be the next in line for Alpha, as is the custom—with the added benefit of having a sielos draugus as a mother.”

Gregor was shaking his head, a heavy sigh on his lips.  “But Niko, with Thoryn’s sister by your side, it would be two sielos draugus in one family!  It is unheard of, no?  Think of the strength in that...”

Nikolai felt the wolf’s growl before it left his lips, silencing Gregor’s words.  He bristled visibly, snarling as he spoke, “Might I remind you, Gregor, that Thoryn’s sister is family.  She may be unaware of it and coming to us ill-prepared, but her connection to Thoryn and her father’s bloodline- whoever he may be - makes it so.”  He watched as Gregor lowered his head, satisfied with the show of admonishment his wolf backed down and when he spoke again, Niko’s voice was calm.  “She is coming to us as a part of this clan whether she knows, or understands it, or not. Whether or not she will become Alphamate is not open for discussion, now, or ever.”  

Nikolai pushed himself from the chair and straightened to his full height.  His face was stern as he looked down upon his friend.  “I will not bind myself to any woman for the sake of a bloodline or heir, I would sooner give that privilege to Mikhale than to concede to the Elder’s decree.”

“You are a good Alpha, Nikolai Savage,” Gregor’s voice held a sad tone as he shook his head, “but a stubborn man.  You let one beautiful woman slip through your fingers and now you plan to allow it to happen again.”

Nikolai couldn’t prevent the grin that suddenly split across his face, the sight of it so shocked Gregor that he sat backward in his chair as though he’d been struck.  

“Thoryn was never mine to let go, Gregor.”  

He laughed now, freely; the tension drained from his body.  “You forget just how enthralled Mikhale was when he found her in Vancouver and brought her to us with the noble intention of saving her life.”

Gregor nodded, rubbing his finger back and forth over his chin as he remembered.  “He believed her to be a human child then, barely sixteen, and he was just past his twenty-first birthday, though barely into his wolf.”

“Thoryn lay claim to my brother from the very start,” Nikolai said.  “Oh, Mikhale tried to hide his feelings for her, for years he claimed his protectiveness over her was nothing more than the concern an older surrogate brother feels toward a younger sister...but knowing my brother as I do, I saw different.”  Nikolai walked toward the window, his finger waving in the air.  “Thoryn is my family in every sense of the word, but I did not let her slip through my fingers as you claim.  She saw me then as she sees me now, only as her brother, and I see her only as my sister.  I could no more make her choose me over Mikhale than I could make the sun choose the ocean over the sky- nor would I have wanted to.”  He threw a pointed look at Gregor.

Gregor stood, placing his now empty glass on the table beside his chair.  “Forgive me, Nikolai.  I meant no disrespect.”

Nikolai propped his shoulder against the window, hooked his thumbs into his jeans and stared outward at the cloud covered sky.  The storm was rolling in slowly.  “None taken, Gregor.  I count on you for your honesty in all things.  You know this.  It is a fine line you walk, my friend, right hand man to the Alpha, and trusted ambassador of the people.”

This time it was Gregor who chuckled.  “You make it sound more interesting than it is.  I get to listen to the whining of the many and bring them to your attention.”

Nikolai smiled kindly at his friend.  “You underestimate your role.  You keep me grounded, Gregor.  You remind me that my choices affect more than me alone, that my actions have consequences that affect our clan as a whole.”  

Gregor’s gruff harrumph was his answer.

“Am I interrupting?”

The softly spoken query caught both Nikolai and Gregor off guard and they turned simultaneously to find Mikhale’s wife standing just inside the room.

Nikolai was the first to compose himself.  “Of course not, Thoryn.”  He crossed the room, kissing his sister-in-law on the cheek then motioned for her to enter.

“Hello, Gregor,” she said, smiling warmly at the giant who visibly blushed under that smile.

Gregor bowed his head.  “Thoryn, it is good to see you.”  Even without her marriage to Mikhale which linked her to the Alpha family, as sielos draugus, she was held with the highest rank by their people and treated with the utmost respect—it also didn’t hurt one iota that she was an extremely beautiful woman.  Gregor returned his gaze to Niko, “I should leave you two to round up my posse,” he winked at Thoryn.

Nikolai nodded.  “Yes, let me know what you find and, as always, be safe.”

“Will do.”  

Nikolai waited for Gregor to leave respectfully closing the door behind himself, before turning back to Thoryn.  “I had assumed you’d be pacing the hangar, awaiting the arrival of your husband and sister.”

Thoryn perched on the edge of the leather armchair where Gregor had sat just moments ago and offered him a sheepish half-smile.  “I was.  He’s taking too long, I’m sure it’s to torment me.”  She tossed her hair over her shoulder with repressed irritation.  “Any other day he’d have been back in half the time.”

Nikolai chuckled, dropping himself into the chair opposite hers and leaning his elbows on his knees, his fingers linked together loosely.  “You’re probably right.  He does love to tease you.”

Thoryn’s half-smile softened and her knowing gaze settled on his face.  He felt her studying him.  “I wanted to thank you,” she said after a moment.

Nikolai raised his eyebrows.

“What for?”

Thoryn slid back in her chair, those piercing green eyes of hers studying him.  “For setting up the cabin.”  She crossed one denim clad leg over the other, completely relaxed, yet those eyes always seemed to challenge him.  “It was a sweet gesture.  And so, unlike you!” she teased, grinning.

Nikolai laughed and sat back.  “Actually, it was Mikhale who gave me the idea,” he confessed.  “He was fretting about the end of your honeymoon phase once your sister arrived.  I thought I might help him out by giving her a place to call her own.”

Thoryn laughed heartily.  “That does sound like Mikhale.  Thank you, anyway, though.  It will be easier for River to adjust and make the decision to stay if she has her own place here.”

“Is that what you want, then?”  Nikolai cleared his throat which had suddenly gone a little dry.  “To have your sister stay here?”  He couldn’t deny the fact that the prospect was an unsettling one, he just wasn’t certain why.  He had already made his position clear on the matter, the sielos draugus would mean nothing to him so why should he care if she stayed?

Thoryn’s deep green gaze settled on him again and Niko felt as he always did when she looked at him like that, that she was trying to see through to his very soul.  He was thankful she was unable to read his thoughts as a mate would be able to do.  He wondered if Mikhale was as unsettled by her stare as he was—since he would be at her mercy...and if her sister would have the same penetrating eyes...now that was an unsettling thought indeed!  

“Of course, I do!  Besides, it makes the most sense, doesn’t it?”

Why was it that Thoryn’s words always seemed to have a double question or double meaning to them? he wondered.

His shrug was noncommittal.  “Provided she is accepting of our ways.”  He sensed this would be a touchy subject.  “As your sister, River will be allowed to come and go as she pleases.  If she chooses to stay, she will have to know and accept...everything.”

Thoryn waved a dismissive hand.  “In time, Nature will take care of that, even if we don’t,” she reminded him, referring of course to the physical changes that had already been happening to her sister—most likely unnoticed—ever since she’d reached sexual maturity.  “She has a right to know everything, either way.  It is her blood right, as it was mine.”

“Your circumstances were different,” Nikolai reminded her, not wishing to bring up memories of what had once been a painful past but needing Thoryn to see the importance of not making rash decisions where her sister was concerned.  Bringing a human into the fold, even a sielos draugus one, was risky at best.  Nikolai had the entire clan to think about—the entire species for that matter.  Caution was warranted.  “Mikhale broke many laws by bringing you here with him.  He had no idea at that time that the Therion gene flowed in your blood as it does ours.  He knew only that you were young, and he felt an overwhelming need to protect you.”

Thoryn’s gaze dimmed ever so slightly and Nikolai felt a twinge of regret for bringing the memories back to her.  

“I remember, Nikolai.”  Her voice held the tightness that betrayed her cool composure.  “I recall the night I was brought here as though it only happened last week.  And I remember the argument you had with Mikhale that night as well, how you threatened to kill me should I prove to be untrustworthy.  My life hinged on my ability to accept your secrets, to make them my own even before I was aware that I, too, had a secret to protect.”

Her words held no hint of anger or the fear he knew she had felt the night she’d been brought to him by Mikhale.  She had been a brave child, standing before him all battered, bruised, and broken.  And when he had shown her what he—what Mikhale, her savior, truly was—she had trembled, but stood her ground and told him that living with a pack of werewolves—her words, not his—was, to her, much safer than going back to the human world she’d never felt a part of.

“Our laws must have seemed brutal to you then.”  

Thoryn shook her head, a tight smile lifting the corner of her mouth.  “Not brutal.  Necessary.  The moment I saw you change in front of me I knew there would be no going back for me.  And I knew that the next few moments, how I reacted, would determine if I would live or if I would die.”  Her green gaze bore into him again.  “But the moment you changed, Nikolai, something inside me, some instinct, awoke and told me that I was home, that this is where I was meant to be.  That you were my family.  Oh,” she laughed humorlessly, “I don’t deny that I was terrified.  Seeing a grown man turn into such a huge, savage beast right in front of my eyes was traumatizing, I can tell you, but a part of my brain accepted it as though it had always known of your existence.  Maybe,” she ventured, “being sielos draugus affects our abilities to accept things that human minds cannot, even before maturity.  Maybe River will accept it the way I did.”

Nikolai shook his head.  “I know you don’t agree with keeping this secret from your sister for the time being, Thoryn.”

Her eyes widened incredulously.  “What?  Keeping the fact that she is not even human from her?”  She rolled her eyes.  “Of course, I don’t want to do it.  Only for the fact that Mikhale made me promise not to I would have told her already!”

Nikolai had to reign in his temper.  He had been dealing with Thoryn’s rebellious nature for eleven years now, though some days it felt like an eternity and he felt the weariness as if it had been.

“Well then,” he bit out, unable to keep the sarcasm from his voice as he continued, “I am thankful that, as your Alpha, you respect my decisions and obey without question!”

“Oh, you are the most infuriating man!” she grated, acidly.  Her eyes flashed as she leaned forward, pointing an accusing finger.  “I understand the need for caution Nikolai Savage, I get that the wellbeing of the clan comes before our own personal wants.  But do not tell me, dear Alpha, that the fact that my sister is sielos draugus means nothing to you!  The sooner she is brought into the clan the better, you know this!  She would make the perfect choice for Alphamate, especially in light of the counsel’s threatened interference in the matter!”

Nikolai sat back, pinching the bridge of his nose to prevent the oncoming headache he was certain was developing, he sighed in sufferance.  Must he go through this at every turn?  He glanced at Thoryn who stared back at him with enough challenge to make him want to cringe.  It appears he must.  

His gaze was incredulous when he pinned her with it.  “Do you think your sister should have a choice in any of this?”  As Thoryn’s eyes narrowed dangerously, Nikolai stood, putting distance between them, and began to pace, his agitation getting the better of him for the moment.  Before Thoryn could make her next verbal attack, he quickly rounded on her, “We—none of us—have even met her yet.  Not even you, dear sister; we know nothing of her personality.”  She might well be a shrew, he thought but knew better than to voice it.  Instead he continued, “I will not make a decision based on pure emotion...not even when the emotion is yours.  There is much more at stake than simply accepting a sister into our fold, even one with the Therion gene, no matter how suitable a mate she may be.”  

“And if she is an acceptable choice?”  Thoryn immediately switched gears, her tone less accusing.  “Nikolai, I feel as though I already know her!  I’ve spoken to her nearly every night since she reached out to me.  We’ve met on video calls and I have seen the honesty in her face.  She is a wonderful person who, like me, has always felt at odds with the world around her...the human world.  Once she is here, I have no doubt that she will feel the connection that I feel...our blood calls to one another, Niko.  If it calls to you as well, will you allow the wolf to choose her?”  

Nikolai rubbed his hands over his face wearily.  He was tired of these conversations.  Mostly because he’d been having them with himself for the last two weeks since extending the invitation for the sister’s visit.  He was aware that it was high time for him to choose a mate, and in truth, he was not opposed to the idea.  But it wasn’t as though he could simply flick a switch and find the woman who would love every aspect of him.  “I have no choice in who the wolf chooses for a mate,” he offered.

“Bullshit. “The word was not thrown at him, that was not Thoryn’s style.  It was merely offered to him on a platter of truth.  “I have known many women to pass through your life over the years, brother dear, are you telling me the wolf has had no part in any of them?” 

Nikolai’s eyes were the ones to flash now.

“While my sex life is of none of your concern, I will allow you this one spec of information, Thoryn, something Mikhale should have made clear to you when he was teaching you clan law.  As Alpha, my wolf can have no part in my human encounters; when he is ready, we will choose one mate, and one mate alone whom I will remain loyal to for the remainder of my existence, however long that may or may not be.”  Choosing an Alphamate was not a decision to be made lightly, and it was not a decision that could be made without the wolf.  An Alphamate would be his equal in everything, as his life mate she would know his thoughts, and he would know hers.  They would hide nothing from one another.  While he had brought many women to his bed, some of them Therion, none of them had ever known his wolf, and none would until he was ready.  Then, and only then, would he have his Alphamate. 

Nikolai let out an exasperated breath.  “Enough of this arguing.”  Yielding was not his normal way, but for Thoryn, he would try at least.  The last thing he needed was to piss off his sister-in-law only moments before her sister arrived...hell hath no fury like Thoryn when she was riled up.

Feeling as though he was still treading on thin ice, Nikolai offered Thoryn his hand, hauling her up to her full height which, at five foot six and a half, was still a good foot and a bit shorter than his...not that her stature made her any less intimidating when she was flashing those green eyes up at him.  He suddenly felt an immense sense of pity for his brother.

“The clan has agreed to keep our secret, for the time being.”  He held up his hand, silencing Thoryn even as her lips parted to speak.  She closed her mouth, pressing her lips together to show him she was still not appeased.  “The cabin is River’s for as long as she chooses to stay,” he promised, “and it will be hers anytime she returns.  As for the rest, let’s just see how it all plays out.”

The sound of Mikhale’s plane circling the lake stopped Thoryn from any sharp-tongued reply she might have been thinking up.  Like the typically unpredictable Alaskan weather she flicked easily from one mood to another and what had only seconds ago been boiling anger suddenly brightened to bubbling excitement.

“They’re here!”  She bounced on her feet, grabbing Nikolai’s arms for balance as she gazed up at him, as though moments ago she hadn’t been ready to rip his throat out.

Her mood immediately lifted his own, completely washing away their argument and so Nikolai smiled down at her.  She truly was the little sister he had never had, and he loved her as such.  There had been no greater happiness for him than to finally see how happy Thoryn and Mikhale were together.  Someday, maybe, he and the wolf would be ready, and he would be lucky enough to love someone as his brother loved Thoryn—someone who could accept all of him, the good, the bad.... the wolf.  

Someday may be closer than you think!  Nikolai forced the ominous thought from his mind.

Placing a kiss on her forehead he turned
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