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Prologue

The battered cardboard betrayed the age of the box, far older than the others Crystal had brought from her dad’s house. She knew at once what was inside, her stomach clenching with anticipation and guilt before she even saw the name “Danny” scrawled across the side. She’d kept everything. Her parents had advised her to move on, her therapist too, but Crystal hadn’t been able to throw anything away.

She ought to focus on unpacking more practical things, but the box drew her in. She peeled back the tape with shaking hands and raised the flaps. Inside, the papers were jumbled together. She lifted them out one at a time, studying each in turn.

There were newspaper articles, starting with the one from the tabloid which talked about dangerous rogue werewolves prowling the countryside and the incompetence of the National Werewolf Registry that had led to an eighteen-year-old boy being bitten. Additional articles came next, some which repeated the story in less inflammatory terms, and others describing the efforts of the Registry in hunting for the escaped werewolf. Crystal had even kept a letter to the editor, in which a woman declared that all werewolves should be put down for the good of the children. In the months after the incident, Crystal had trawled through every newspaper and news site she could find, searching for updates. The story had petered out after a few weeks and nowhere had ever reported the werewolf being recaptured. None had mentioned anything about Danny except him being the boy who’d been bitten by an infectious werewolf.

She placed her clippings on the floor beside her, smoothing the crumpled paper. She returned to the box, pulling out her copy of the letter Danny’s dad had been sent by the Registry — the official notification that Danny was no longer human and declaring him legally dead. Danny’s old school photo was in there too, though Crystal couldn’t remember why she’d added it to the collection.

No one ever told her what had happened to Danny after he’d been bitten. The Registry had been sparse with their information, even to Danny’s official family. Crystal thought of Danny as her brother, but with no paperwork tying their parents together, the Registry had refused to share anything with her. She only had the notes and clippings she’d managed to gather hidden in this box. The question that haunted her nightmares had never been given an answer: where was Danny now?

Crystal stared at the collection for several minutes then went to the living room. Leaning against the wall, behind a box labelled “misc”, was the cork board she sometimes used for mind-mapping her research projects. Taking it through to the study, she hung it up, and started with the photograph. Danny’s bright smile looked at her from the middle of the board. She worked around it with the rest of her materials, grouping things together to give order to her bundle of guilt-soaked pages.

She pinned up some articles and correspondence, but tucked others away in a cardboard folder; they were useful for reference, but not significant enough to warrant a place on the board. To prove to her dad that she was moving on and recovering from the grief and trauma, she’d put all this away. But she had her own space now; she could use it to return to the moment that had haunted her nightmares for so long. Her dad wasn’t there to look concerned and serious.

Crystal pulled the last few items from the box and saw the pamphlet. Immediately after Danny’s bite, she’d picked it up from the National Werewolf Registry. She’d tried to persuade her dad to go to the local facility and buy Danny, but he’d bought the Registry’s standard line instead, the one that said werewolves weren’t the same as the humans they’d been and she would be better off thinking of Danny as dead.

Everyone told her that. Werewolves weren’t human. They were animals, barely in control at the best of times. But everything about Danny had been kind and gentle. He had been her friend — her brother — and they’d never even let her see him afterwards. How could she accept that he was gone forever without having a chance to see him? She was just expected to believe it.

She stared at the pamphlet, opening it up, and reading the text she hadn’t looked at in three years: the procedures involved in purchasing a first werewolf.

Crystal didn’t pin this up on the board. Instead, she looked for the box that held her computer. She would have to do some research first; it wasn’t like Danny would be waiting around for her to buy him. Perhaps she could find out more if she could get into one of the Registry facilities. Maybe someone inside would recognise Danny and know what had happened to him after he’d been turned into a werewolf. They could tell her what he was truly like now, whether the guy she’d known really was erased.

She wondered about the inheritance money from Aunt Ivy. Would it be enough?

That was assuming she could find Danny to buy him. Even if she couldn’t, maybe one of the other werewolves had seen him if they’d been there at the same time. They might know where he’d ended up.

She wasn’t sure she’d be able to talk to the werewolves inside the Registry facility with all the staff looking on. Then again, if she were an owner, she’d have all the time in the world to ask questions.

The idea lodged firmly in Crystal’s mind. She already knew she had to try. She’d spent too long living with the shadow of guilt over what had happened to Danny. Now it was time to find some answers.





Chapter One


The muzzle was a new addition to Thomas’s restraints. The shaped metal fitted over his mouth and jaw with only one small hole in its smooth surface to ensure he could breathe and to let them plug in the tube for the feeding solution. Apparently solid food was a privilege he no longer deserved. They fed him a liquid that looked like pond water and tasted little better. The muzzle, held onto his head by straps, was just a little too tight. It wasn’t particularly painful compared to previous punishments, but it was a low-grade discomfort he couldn’t escape.

His arms were cuffed behind him since he’d attacked that guard. Thomas had broken three of the guy’s fingers and clawed open his wrist. He wished he could have done the same to the other hand, so the man would be incapable of activating a shock collar ever again. Even the constant ache in his shoulders and cramp in his arms couldn’t make him regret his actions.

He shifted position in his small cell. Shackles around his ankles limited the movement of his legs. He longed to run, to really move, to work out his limbs, but he knew that was unlikely to ever happen again. Freedom of movement was another privilege his disobedience had cost him.

Thomas could hear the movements of other werewolves shifting in their own cells, but no talking. Werewolves weren’t encouraged to talk unless asked a direct question and most weren’t as prone to acts of pointless rebellion as Thomas. He wasn’t sure how many were in this part of the facility. Perhaps two dozen. He couldn’t see into the other cells, just a patch of corridor beyond the transparent door, which allowed prospective buyers to observe their potential purchases from a point of safety. The door wasn’t glass but something stronger, a material that even werewolf strength couldn’t break. Thomas had tried often enough.

He heard a door opening. It wasn’t time for feeding or patrol. It was unlikely to be a random inspection and guards generally waited until night to sample the merchandise — not that they tried with Thomas. Even the densest guards preferred to rape a werewolf who wasn’t likely to claw their eyes out for the attempt.

The new arrival had to be a potential buyer.

Sure enough, he heard the familiar voice of one of the tenders explaining the merits of this werewolf or that, pointing out features to the prospective customer. This one was strong, useful for practical work; that one was attractive, the perfect physique for impressing at functions; this one was experienced in personal care, a skilled masseuse, and ideal for a personal pet. The customer just made non-committal noises in response to the sales pitch as they moved along the corridor.

The woman came into view through the door to Thomas’s cell. She looked young to be making a purchase, barely old enough for it to be legal. She was probably even younger than Thomas. Her clothes weren’t the well-tailored style worn by rich kids whose parents decided their darlings needed a new pet. She wore a faded T-shirt and jeans, not in an expensively artistic way, but in a way caused by considerable wear. She was black, a little chubby, with a mess of dark curls against her head. She wasn’t the sort of person who normally came to buy a werewolf.

Maybe she was buying for a business. Some companies bought werewolves rather than hire humans, especially for dangerous or demanding physical work. Thomas didn’t know much about that sort of work; companies didn’t care about replacing werewolves frequently to demonstrate their wealth, and the survival rate meant that few came back to the facility after being sold. Thomas wasn’t sure whether being worked to death in a mine would be preferable to being paraded around as a personal pet.

However, the woman didn’t fit the profile for corporate buyers either. She didn’t have the suit or the calculating gaze. She stopped on the other side of the door, looking at Thomas with the same curiosity with which he was looking at her.

“Is he infectious? I thought the infectious ones weren’t for general sale.”

Only a small percentage of werewolves were capable of turning humans through the bite. Thomas had seen what was done to those who could pass on the infection and was glad he wasn’t part of that group.

“No, it’s not infectious, but that hasn’t stopped it from trying to bite people,” the tender said. He tried to urge the woman back to the cell before, pointing out the excellent physique of that werewolf. The woman just stood there, staring at Thomas. He hoped his pride was visible despite the muzzle blocking half his face.

“Are these the only ones?” the woman asked. She glanced further along the corridor.

The tender answered, “In this age group, yes, but there might be some at the lower end of the next category that would suit you.”

“Could I… Is there an opportunity for talking to one of them alone? Just to see how they respond.” She wasn’t looking at the tender as she spoke. From the way her eyes darted around, she was probably lying. Thomas wondered if she planned on doing some merchandise sampling of her own.

“We can’t allow that for security, I’m afraid, but all our werewolves receive extensive training. If you want a particularly docile werewolf…” The tender tried to urge the woman away, talking about how one of the others was a real prize, always kept for a long time by owners and only just returned to the facility for resale. The woman didn’t seem interested.

“Which one’s spent the most time in the facility?” she asked. Thomas knew the answer to that even before the tender pointed to him. It was a strange question. Most owners wanted the werewolves who’d spent the least time here, who practiced perfect obedience to avoid the ever-present threat of retraining.

“I’ll buy this one,” the woman declared.

“Ma’am,” the tender said, “we really wouldn’t recommend this one for a first-time buyer. It would require a lot of discipline, a great deal of training to rid it of its violent impulses.”

“I’ll handle it. I’ll take this one.”

“If you want the experience of training a werewolf, there are others I could suggest that would be more suitable.”

The woman dragged her eyes away from Thomas to look at the tender. Thomas wondered what she was after. Why pick the most problematic of werewolves? The only answers that occurred to him did not bode well for his future. The only owners he’d experienced who liked rebellion were the sort who relished an excuse to inflict pain. Like Amelia.

“You’ve made a sale,” the woman said. “Process it.”

“I need you to understand that you will be legally responsible for this werewolf. If it harms you or anyone else, or damages any property, you will be the one liable.”

“Yes. I know that. I’ve read the pamphlets. I’ve taken the damn online assessment. Now will you stop patronising me and do your job?”

The tender looked like he might argue, but he simply forced a smile and said, “Very well. In that case, Miss Baker, if you’ll come to my office, we can sort out the paperwork.”

He led the woman off to sign all the bits of paper that would declare Thomas to be the property of someone new. Thomas leaned back against the wall of his cell, hands pressed awkwardly behind him. He wondered what his new owner would be like. Would she prefer whips or the collar? Probably the collar, since she didn’t look like someone with a great deal of physical strength. Or she might come up with more imaginative punishments. Human creativity never failed to astonish him as they invented new ways to inflict pain.


* * *


Being delivered to a new owner was a serious undertaking. The process involved three tenders securing Thomas’s restraints while another stood nearby with his thumb ready on the controls for the shock collar. They tested the shackles and cuffs, linking them all together with a length of chain that gave almost no freedom of movement. He could only walk in small, shuffling steps. They attached other chains to the cuffs and collar to enable them to lead him without getting too close. Even restrained as he was, they were nervous. Thomas noted with a sense of pride that they avoided going near his hands except when they absolutely had to, even though his fingers ended in perfectly human nails right now, instead of the claws he could produce.

They led him from his tiny cell, past the many others where werewolves huddled, considerably less restrained than he had been. Thomas was seriously hampered by all of the chains, but that didn’t stop the tenders from trying to hurry him along.

Thomas gave a low growl in the back of his throat. The muzzle did nothing to muffle the sound and one of the tenders paled.

Pain burst around Thomas’s neck. He stumbled, nearly falling, as the electricity shocked through him. His growl turned into a cry that he failed to keep in. Even when the shocks stopped, the memory of the pain lingered like an echo inside his skin. Thomas gasped behind the muzzle, simply trying to breathe until the hurt was gone.

“Get moving!” one of the tenders snapped, tugging at the chains again.

Thomas hobbled along, out through the security checkpoint, to a van with an open door at the back. With the shackles on, Thomas couldn’t step up, so he had to turn around and sit on the floor before shuffling inside on his rear. In that moment of turning, he caught sight of a face at one of the upstairs windows of the facility. A pair of eyes met his and Thomas refused to look away. David Mattherson glared down at him, until an electric prod in the ribs forced Thomas further inside the van.

They secured him to the floor in a kneeling position, locking the chains to rings to hold him in place. When they were finished, his range of movement was so restricted he couldn’t even shift from kneeling to sitting. All he could do was glare up at his captors. Two of the tenders sat with him, one holding the collar controls, while the others went to the front.

The van started moving with a lurch and Thomas felt another jolt of pain from his collar. He glared at the man who held the controls. The human smirked at him.

“My finger slipped,” he said. Thomas wondered how many other slips there would be over the course of the journey.

Would his new owner be the sort to enjoy this petty maliciousness? Would she hurt for the sake of it or restrict herself to punishments? Thomas suspected the former, since she’d deliberately chosen a difficult slave. But the woman was inexperienced. The tender at the facility had talked about a first slave. Thomas could use that. He could start out with a few token shows of rebellion and face whatever punishments were dealt and then become more obedient until the human thought her training was working and let down her guard.

It would take time, but Thomas had time. He needed to figure out where his tracker was and remove it before he could even think about running away. He knew from experience that attempting to run was futile while David Mattherson could locate him in an instant.

He spent the uncomfortable drive thinking it all over. He needed to be careful until he saw how this woman punished. If he spent all his time physically restrained, searching for the tracker would be impossible.

When the van finally parked, Thomas’s legs were cramping. The tenders opened the back doors and worked to release Thomas’s chains from the vehicle.

Thomas stumbled out on stiff legs that tingled with pain as his blood flow resumed. As he rounded the vehicle, he got his first glimpse of his new home.

It was surprisingly small — a little semi-detached house that stood amid a patch of untended garden in a suburban street. This hardly seemed a fitting home for someone who could afford a werewolf, but his new owner stood in the doorway of the house, signing the final paperwork. The tenders gave Thomas a shove and a shock to get him moving. He shuffled in through the front door and stood in a narrow hallway while his new owner took her receipt of purchase and signed that the werewolf had been delivered as promised.

“He’s all yours now,” the tender said, handing over the controls for the shock collar and looking relieved. He and the others hurried back to the van.

The woman shut the door and turned to Thomas. She looked nervous and definitely young to be an owner. In the narrow hallway, it was easy to smell the sweat of fear, the scent of it coming off her in waves. She looked Thomas up and down, taking in the chains and restraints. She swallowed visibly and then took a step closer to Thomas.

“I’m going to take this thing off now,” she said. “I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t bite me.”

She fumbled a little with the buckles for the muzzle. Thomas waited motionless while she worked. It was even easier now to smell the fear. Why the hell would she buy a slave she was afraid of?

The muzzle came free and Thomas could move his jaw again. The woman tossed it aside and gave Thomas a smile.

“That’s better, huh?” she said. She looked as though she expected Thomas to thank her, to offer praise for an act of decency so tiny that it was all but insignificant. If she thought Thomas was going to be grateful for the removal of restraints that had been put on him by humans in the first place, she had a lot to learn.

On impulse, Thomas snapped his teeth towards her arm, just to see how she’d react. He was nowhere near making contact, but she still leapt backwards, nearly falling over her own feet. He was surprised she didn’t wet herself. Thomas smirked.

“Laugh it up, big guy,” the human muttered. “Do you want the chains off or not?”

“Yes,” Thomas said. Technically, he was answering a direct question, which was allowed. His tone probably wasn’t. He expected the human to press down on the button for the shock collar. She didn’t.

“Then no biting, no clawing, no maiming. Got it?”

Thomas rolled his eyes. The human seemed to take that as a yes because she approached Thomas again, walking behind him and testing keys in the locks of the cuffs. The tenders must have given her several keys because she seemed to be taking her time over it.

“Do you have a name?” the human asked. “There wasn’t anything on your paperwork.”

The question caught Thomas by surprise. He was used to being called all sorts of things by the humans who purchased him. “Wolf” was the most common, or “Slave”, or “Boy”. One owner had liked to call him “Animal” while she ordered him to perform degrading tasks. None of them had ever asked for his name. None since David had even acknowledged he might have one.

“If you don’t have a name, I could always make something up for you. You could be Butch. You look like a Butch.”
She seemed to be serious. Thomas wondered if he wanted to have his name sullied by a human’s tongue, but decided he could cope with that, just for the novelty of being addressed by his own name for once, the name his mother had given him.

“Thomas. My name’s Thomas.”

“Nice to meet you, Thomas. I’m Crystal, or Chris.”

The cuffs finally came loose, the chains clattering to the floor. Crystal took a hurried step back. All Thomas did though was rub his sore wrists. He rolled his aching shoulders to get some life back into them. It had been days since he’d been able to move his arms like this and he found he was a little grateful to be able to do so now, though he hated himself for that treacherous feeling.

Crystal dropped to her knees and started trying keys in the shackles around Thomas’s ankles. They seemed less trouble than the cuffs. Soon Thomas stepped out of the mess of chains. Crystal kicked the restraints to one side. She offered a small, nervous smile.

“Are you hungry?” she asked.

“Yes,” Thomas said. He should call Crystal “ma’am” or “master”. Every other human who’d thought they owned him had punished him for such a lack. Crystal just gave another nervous smile.

“Follow me,” she said. Thomas followed her into a small kitchen. A little, battered table was squeezed into a space between counters and appliances. Crystal reached into a cupboard and pulled out a saucepan. Another one yielded a can of soup.

“You any good at cooking?” Crystal asked.

“No,” Thomas said. He thought about another kitchen, years ago. He’d used an entire packet of laxatives. Amelia hadn’t let him near the kitchen after that.

“Shame,” Crystal said. She poured the contents of the can into the saucepan and started heating it up. The liquid looked unpleasantly like the nutrient solution Thomas had been fed through the muzzle. He wanted real food, something solid.

A bowl of fruit stood on the counter, next to the microwave. There wasn’t much in it, but it was real, fresh fruit. Thomas couldn’t remember the last time he’d had fruit. He watched Crystal stirring the soup and walked across the kitchen to the fruit bowl. He picked up an apple and bit into it. Sweet juice filled his mouth, the tender flesh yielding deliciously against his teeth. Thomas wanted to close his eyes and savour the taste forever because he wasn’t sure he would ever experience it again.

Crystal turned away from the soup. Thomas waited for the shock from the collar and he swallowed the mouthful of apple so he wouldn’t choke on it.

“Fruit’s for dessert,” Crystal said. “You don’t eat dessert until after your main course. Didn’t your mum ever teach you that?”

“I was taken from my mum when I was twelve,” Thomas said. He wasn’t sure what made him talk about his mum. Why the hell would he blurt out something like that to a human?

Crystal seemed to flinch. She turned away from Thomas, back to the pan of soup. Thomas continued to eat the apple. Crystal didn’t say anything more about it. She didn’t punish Thomas for taking food without permission, or for answering back. She just stirred the soup while Thomas ate the apple down to the core.

“Bin is under the sink,” Crystal said, when Thomas had finished the apple. Thomas considered tossing the core down on the ground, but the soup smelled more appetising than it looked. He opened the cupboard under the sink and dropped the core in the bin.

“Can you grab some bowls?” Crystal asked. “Cupboard on the left.”

Once again, Thomas wondered about another minor rebellion. But he wanted the soup. He opened the door and got out two bowls. He then took the initiative of opening drawers to look for spoons. Technically, acting without orders was also not allowed, but Crystal didn’t say anything. Thomas set the bowls and spoons down while Crystal poured the soup out into equal servings. Thomas sat down, took one of the bowls, and started eating without waiting for permission.

Amelia would have punished him for this. She would have made him eat the soup on his hands and knees, lapping it up from the bowl like an animal. The other humans who’d tried to own him would have made him sit on the floor, or simply wait until the humans in the household had finished. Crystal just sat down and started eating her own soup, as though this was normal.

“How long were you at that facility?” she asked.

Thomas shrugged. He’d learned not to count the days. It was easier not to measure.

“Did you get to talk to the other werewolves there?”

“No,” Thomas said. They did have ways of talking without the guards noticing, but Thomas wouldn’t admit that to her. The woman looked tense, no doubt angry about his rude behaviour, but she said nothing, just pressed her lips tightly for a minute before resuming eating.

“So you didn’t get to spend time with the others?”

“No.” Thomas was irritated by the ridiculous questions. Did she think the facilities were a social club for werewolves? Crystal seemed to understand his anger because she changed the subject.

“I’m not going to ask much of you,” she said, between mouthfuls. “Keeping the house clean, preparing meals. I’ve got some recipe books that will help with that part. You know, things like that.”

“You paid a lot of money for a housekeeper,” Thomas said. It came out sounding like an accusation. There was no way anyone would pay the cost of a werewolf for someone to clean their house. Crystal didn’t meet his gaze, just looked down at her soup. She definitely had some other motive for bringing Thomas here. The fact she wouldn’t say what it was made him more distrustful.

When they finished eating, Crystal stood with another of those nervous smiles and said that she’d show Thomas around the house. She took him through to a small living room, its walls decorated with framed photographs. Crystal opened the door to a study, but didn’t take him inside. The room held a desk with a computer, and the walls were lined with bookshelves, but the thing Thomas most noticed was the paper. Waves of white covered the floor. Printouts were stacked neatly or strewn haphazardly, decorated with notes scribbled on bright Post-its or coloured with a rainbow of highlighters.

“Only come in here if I give you permission,” Crystal said. “Don’t worry about tidying up in here. I can sometimes work on several projects at once and I need everything to stay where I’ve left it or I’ll get completely lost.”

Thomas wondered what sort of work Crystal did. There was a corkboard on one wall, squeezed in between the bookcases, covered in notes and pictures, linked together by threads of different colours. Thomas couldn’t see how anyone could make sense of it.

Crystal led him upstairs, first showing the master bedroom. Thomas saw the large bed and had to force himself to keep a calm expression. He could survive this. He’d survived others.

“There’s a shower room off my bedroom,” she said, apparently oblivious to Thomas’s discomfort. “I generally use that, but the main bathroom is along here.”

She opened another door, showing a bathroom that bore hints of grime from too-infrequent cleanings. Moving on quickly, she opened the final door.

“This will be your room,” she said.

There was a single bed against one wall, a chest of drawers on the opposite one, and a window in between that offered a view of the front garden and the road. Thomas walked into the room, surprised to get a space of his own, and even more so a real bed. Most humans thought a few blankets on the floor were all a werewolf needed and some didn’t even bother with that. His mind conjured up the image of the dog cage Amelia had insisted was his place, and he tried to dismiss the thought. Amelia wasn’t here now. He didn’t need to keep living with the ghost of her memory.

“The facility didn’t give me much by way of clothes for you,” Crystal said, “so I’m going to order you a few items. What are your preferences?”

“Clothes,” Thomas said, confused.

“Yeah. What are your preferences for clothes?” 

Thomas was bewildered by the question. In all his life, at least since being collared, he’d never faced a question like it. Most of his owners had kept him naked or nearly naked, or let him wear the loose trousers and shirt the facility provided. Amelia had sometimes made him wear tight items of leather if she wanted to take him out of the house and show him off to her friends, but he wasn’t sure whether those items technically counted as clothes or restraints. So now he had no reference, no way to answer Crystal’s question because his only answer was that he preferred wearing clothes to being naked.

When Thomas didn’t reply, Crystal continued, “I’ll just order you some stuff. The facility provided your measurements — worryingly detailed measurements in places.” She made a face of distaste then turned away. “Well, I should get on with some work, if I’m to keep you in fresh fruit. I’ll leave you to get settled and get on with, you know…” She gestured broadly, encompassing the whole house. “If you need to order in any food, or if you can’t find anything, let me know.”

Crystal headed back for the stairs, leaving Thomas standing inside his new room, completely bewildered and frustrated. He hated it when humans weren’t clear in their orders. It inevitably meant they became angry when he didn’t do exactly what they wanted because they hadn’t actually told him what that was.

Maybe he could use this to his advantage though, at least until the punishments kicked in. Thomas headed downstairs, going first to the kitchen. He did a quick catalogue of what Crystal had available to eat, which proved to be not very much at all. He found some recipe books on top of the fridge, all with titles along the lines of Quick and Simple Cooking, or Easy Meals for Students. None of them looked like they’d seen much use. Crystal actually had the ingredients for a chicken stir-fry recipe, and he got some chicken breast out of the freezer to defrost. He left the ingredients on the side so it would look like he was doing his duty if Crystal came looking.

Then he dug around in cupboards until he found cleaning supplies. He paused outside the study door, hearing movement inside and Crystal muttering quietly. Presumably that meant she would be occupied for some time. Thomas headed up to the bathroom, filled a bucket with water, and went to work cleaning the sink. He scrubbed at chrome and porcelain until it gleamed. If Crystal came in there at that moment, Thomas would be able to demonstrate that he was doing the work he’d been brought there to do.

He paused again, straining his ears to make sure Crystal was nowhere nearby. He shut the bathroom door firmly, pulled off one of the soft slippers that served as his shoes, and rolled up his trousers on his left leg. He made sure the bucket of water was nearby so he could wash away the blood if Crystal came in suddenly. He sat on the side of the bath with his leg inside the tub and then reached inside of himself for the wolf.

Thomas touched the core of his power, feeling the anger, the desire to hurt, the raw instinct to fight. He let his claws grow, fingers tingling with an ache that wasn’t quite pain as his nails grew sharp and long. The skin on his hand prickled with the sprouting fur. It took less than a minute; he had to be careful, walking this tightrope between human and animal, because if he let himself shift too much, he would lose some of the human dexterity. It was harder to maintain a partial shift than to give in to the change completely.

He dug a claw into the flesh of his ankle and drew it upwards, cutting a deep line up his shin to his knee. He gritted his teeth against the pain of it. The bathroom filled with the smell of his own blood and red dripped onto the smooth cream of the bathtub. He reached down, again starting at the ankle, and cut a second, close to the first.

The tracking chip was small. Thomas had to be careful, methodical, otherwise he might easily miss it. He scored line after line in his flesh, close together, hunting for the little piece of circuitry that didn’t belong. He ground his teeth to keep from crying out at the pain as he carved again and again through his shin, lines burning with a throbbing agony. Tears escaped from between squeezed lids. Blood trickled over his bare foot, pooling in the bottom of the tub, filling his nostrils with the stink of his own torment, but he kept going until he’d cut from one side of his shin to the other and found no trace of the chip.

That was all he could cope with for now. Thomas sat there, breathing through the lingering pain, while his wounds healed. He closed his eyes and tried to push the wolf aside, to shut it away again. He felt the shifting inside his hand and focused on that as a distraction from the pain in his leg.

Rinsing away the blood, he stood. The cuts were still sore, but no longer oozing red to expose him. He sprayed the bathroom with air freshener and picked up the cleaning supplies again, setting to work to erase all trace of his crime from the bath.





Chapter Two


Thomas finished cleaning the bathroom, confident that no one would be able to guess what he’d done in there. With still no sign of Crystal, he returned to the kitchen, hesitating about what to do next. He was surprised by the amount of freedom he’d been given and it seemed the sensible thing to do was to try to keep this state of affairs going for as long as possible. He’d intended to show the expected signs of disobedience to his new owner, but maybe it wouldn’t be necessary. Perhaps if he kept house as expected, he’d continue having opportunities to search for the tracking chip.

Maybe if he feigned obedience, he would have more time before Crystal showed her true colours and admitted the real reason she’d bought him. He could get out of there while she was still trying to lower his guard, or trick him into false security or whatever it was she was attempting to do.

It was too early to start dinner, so he decided to go through the cupboards again. Maybe he should work on some false securities of his own and give the impression that he was preparing for his role as slave. Thomas went to the study door and tapped gently on it with his knuckles.

“Yes?” Crystal asked from inside.

Thomas pushed the door open a crack, but didn’t take a step inside. He’d been forbidden entry to the room and for once he would play the role of the good slave. Crystal was sitting on the floor, surrounded by printouts and scribbled notes. She had some books open beside her as well, places marked with Post-its. She looked up at Thomas, surprisingly calm at being interrupted by her slave.

“Could I have some paper and a pen?” Thomas asked.

“Sure,” Crystal said, apparently unconcerned by the lack of protocol. She picked up a notepad that lay nearby. She pulled off the top sheets, which were scrawled on, and held out the rest. Thomas hesitated, but then took a step into the room, carefully avoiding the puddles of paper, so he could take the pad.

“There are some pens on the desk,” Crystal said. Thomas picked his way across the room and selected a pen.

“What time do you want dinner?” he asked, once he returned to the doorway.

“Oh… about seven, I guess.”

“And should I cook the meal just for you or for both of us?”

Crystal looked surprised. “Both of us. What else would you eat?”

“Dog food is common,” Thomas said. He hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but the words slipped out. And this is me being a good slave? he thought. Crystal didn’t look particularly angry though, she looked horrified.

“I’m not going to make you eat dog food,” she said. “Just… dinner at seven for both of us.”

Thomas nodded and stepped out, closing the door. He returned to the kitchen. He wondered if it was possible that Crystal was just an idiot. Did she really not know how a slave was supposed to act? Was she so dense that she thought the way Thomas was acting was normal behaviour for a werewolf? That it was acceptable?

Had she simply never spent time around werewolves before? She obviously wasn’t rich, unlike those owners who wanted a personal pet as a status symbol. It was possible she had never mingled much with the class of people who liked to play out their entitlement to the extremes with slaves they could command on a whim.

It wouldn’t last. Crystal would realise what she could get away with and then she’d start to have her fun. She was human. That was what humans did.


* * *


Thomas prepared the stir fry for exactly 7pm then waited a few minutes for Crystal to arrive. When she didn’t, he went to the study door and knocked again.

“What?” Crystal called from inside.

“Dinner’s ready.”

Crystal emerged from the study and followed Thomas through to the kitchen, sitting down and tucking into her food with obvious appetite. Thomas had attempted not to burn the food and it seemed to have worked.

“I’ve prepared a list of meals for the next week,” Thomas said, “and the ingredients I’d need to cook them that you don’t have. I can change anything you don’t like.”

He offered the list, written carefully in small handwriting on the notepad Crystal had given him. He didn’t want to be accused of wasting paper. Crystal skimmed her eyes over it.

“I don’t particularly like mushrooms,” she said.

“Okay. I can leave the mushrooms out.”

“Thanks.”

Thomas was startled. That wasn’t a word he’d heard addressed to him. Not since he was twelve. Why the hell would she thank him for doing what he was ordered to do?

“I’ll go to the shops tomorrow,” Crystal continued, “and pick up that stuff and your clothes and things. Everywhere will be closed now. Is there anything else you need?”

Thomas considered the question, surprised again that she would ask. He wondered what sort of thing Crystal might agree to get if he asked, but he couldn’t think of anything sensible. He shook his head.

“Is there anything you need to ask?” Crystal asked. “About your duties? It’s probably obvious I’ve never done this before.”

It was extremely obvious. No one who’d ever owned a werewolf slave before would dream of sitting down at a table with one and asking if they needed anything. No experienced owner would let a werewolf get away with saying half of the things Thomas had said since he’d come into this house.

“You say I’m to keep this house clean and cook meals?” Thomas asked, getting a nod from Crystal. “Is there anything else?” Thomas waited, wondering if Crystal would admit to the truth. She didn’t seem interested in the status symbol of owning a werewolf, and she could have hired a cleaner for a fraction of the cost.

Crystal avoided his gaze and considered the question, eventually saying, “The garden could probably use tidying up.”

Thomas nodded, biting back the words he wanted to say. He’d made his decision to go along with this, to extend his limited freedom for as long as possible. He wouldn’t snarl angrily at Crystal and demand the truth. He could wait. Thomas suspected that whatever Crystal really wanted would be simple enough. She’d got rid of the chains right away, which suggested she wasn’t the sort of person to be turned on by restraints and helplessness. She also didn’t seem to be like Amelia, delighting in degradation. If it was just plain sex she wanted, that he could cope with. He wished she would admit it. He couldn’t stop what humans would do to him, but he at least wanted to know about it.

“You’re not much of a conversationalist, are you?” Crystal asked.

“Would you be if you got electrocuted every time you spoke out of turn, or answered back, or used an insolent tone?” His tone was insolent now, almost daring Crystal to reach for the collar’s controls and give him a shock. Crystal took a nervous swallow.

“They electrocuted you for talking?”

Thomas couldn’t believe how ignorant this woman was. She was barely more than a kid and she didn’t have a clue, but Thomas took it as an invitation to answer. It seemed his decision to feign obedience couldn’t stand up to her naivety.

“For talking,” he said. “For not doing my duties fast enough or satisfactorily enough. For being angry or violent. For doing what I was told and not realising my owner actually meant something other than what they’d said. For not kneeling properly. For looking up instead of bowing respectfully. For giving someone an insolent look. For not coming quickly enough when called, even though I had shackles around my legs. For not getting hard when she wanted sex. For being clumsy. For letting the tea stew too long. Sometimes, just because they could.”

Thomas stared across the table at Crystal, who was clutching her hand tightly around the edge of the table.

“Someone really punished you because you didn’t want to have sex?” she asked. She sounded shocked. Once again, Thomas felt the urge to laugh that someone could be so stupid, but the anger burned too deeply.

“I’m a slave,” Thomas said. “Whether I want something doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is what my owner wants. Some like sex.” He was thinking of Amelia, though she was only one of many. She was just the most insistent and the most imaginative. Thomas leaned over the table, looking Crystal in the eyes as he asked quietly, “Do you like sex?”

Crystal leaned back, away from the force of Thomas’s stare. She looked like she might vomit at any moment.

“I’m not going to rape you, Thomas,” she said.

Thomas didn’t break his stare.

“I’m sure you won’t think of it as rape when you do it,” he said.

Crystal stood up quickly, nearly stumbling over the chair in her haste to get away. She all but fled the room. Thomas reached up and ran his fingers over the collar around his neck, surprised at the lack of punishment. It would come later, he was sure. For now, he started to clean the dishes.


* * *


Thomas couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept in an actual bed. He’d been in beds plenty of times, but never for sleep. It was a strange pleasure to lie wrapped in softness, but he found himself waking time and again, confused, and feeling like he was being smothered in cotton wool. When he dreamt, it was that he was sinking into quicksand. It was as though his subconscious was fighting back against the unaccustomed comfort. He only managed to sleep properly when he dragged the covers and pillow from the bed, and curled up on the floor. The familiarity of discomfort brought its own sense of comfort.


He woke early and started breakfast. He had eggs, toast, chopped fruit and coffee ready for when Crystal stumbled, bleary-eyed, downstairs. She gave a mumbled thanks and then dove into the coffee, before attacking the food. Thomas ate more slowly, savouring the taste of real food. For as long as it lasted, he could enjoy this. His mother had taught him it was how to survive. He had few memories of her, but the ones he did have he clung to fiercely. He remembered her smiling at him and saying she loved him, then telling him to find these good moments, and use them like stepping stones to cross the times that were dark and cruel. Thomas ate a mouthful of egg and built it into his stepping stone, so he could survive whatever pain came next.

After breakfast, Crystal shut herself in her study again, and Thomas set to work giving the kitchen a thorough clean. He wondered if he should grab the moment to continue his hunt for the tracker chip, but there was no sense in getting careless. Crystal might come out of her study at any moment and it would be more difficult to hide what he was doing here than in the bathroom. Caution was important if he was to succeed.

So he scrubbed out the inside of the fridge and threw away a few items that had once been vegetables. He cleaned the sink and polished the taps. He dusted the counters and swept the floor. He was about to start mopping when he heard movement. Crystal had left the study.

“Thomas, could you come here a minute?” Crystal called from the hall.

Thomas dutifully left his cleaning. Crystal stood near the front door, looking nervous. He could smell her fear as she held the shackles and chains.

“I have to go out to the shops,” she said, “and I’m going to be leaving you here, but I can’t leave you like this.”

Thomas stared at the chains. He knew what was coming. He had to remind himself that slicing through Crystal’s wrists wouldn’t help him in the long term. Thomas held his hands out in front of him, the model of cooperation. If his wrists were chained in front of him rather than behind his back, that little bit of freedom could make a big difference.

Crystal hesitated only a moment before fastening the cuffs. The locks closed automatically. Thomas held a bitter smile inside. Amelia would never have been so careless. Crystal dropped to her knees to fasten the shackles around Thomas’s ankles. Crystal was close in front of him, within easy reach. Thomas indulged his imagination with the picture of ripping out her throat.

Then Crystal stood up and offered a nervous smile.

“Sorry about this,” she said. “It won’t be for long. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

Thomas watched her leave, silently fuming. She’d chained him up and then apologised about it? As hypocrisies went, it was extreme. He was used to humans acting like there was nothing wrong with what they were doing. It was somehow more grating to find one who’d acknowledge it was wrong but do it anyway.

Thomas quietly seethed, but he was still going to take advantage of the situation. He had at least an hour of privacy and his arms were locked in front of him, so he had the opportunity to hunt for the tracker again without risk of being caught. He shuffled his way back to the bathroom where he could contain the blood, and started combing through his left calf, continuing from where he’d left off the search of his shin and moving round to the back.


* * *


The chains had hampered Thomas considerably, but he’d managed to claw his way through his left calf and established the tracker wasn’t there either. He knew that each part of his body he searched without finding it meant he was that much closer to finding the real location. He tried to tell himself this was a good thing, but all he could think about was the pain and frustration. He tore through his own flesh and seethed with quiet hatred at the humans who had used his body as their playground. The doctors who’d implanted him with the chip were no different from Amelia, seeing him as an object to be tagged and sold and used. Crystal was just as bad.

When the wounds on his legs were closing up, he returned to the kitchen to finish cleaning there, ignoring the throb of pain from the healing cuts. It was just another torment the humans had inflicted on him. His claws might be the ones cutting his skin and muscle, but they were the ones who’d put him in this position. It was the humans that made it necessary.

Thomas was still burning with fury when Crystal returned. She came through to the kitchen, walking over the newly-mopped floor, to place bags of groceries down on the table. Crystal looked at Thomas and gave another of those nervous smiles.

“Here, let me get those chains off,” Crystal said. She pulled out the keys and went first for the shackles around Thomas’s ankles. She worked more quickly today, unlocking the cuffs and pulling away the chains that had been causing Thomas’s frustration for the past hour or so. She straightened up and unfastened the cuffs around Thomas’s wrists. She looked at Thomas with another little smile.

“There. That’s better, isn’t it?” she said.

All the fury and pain bubbled up inside Thomas and he spat out his words. “Do you expect me to thank you for removing chains you put on me in the first place?”

Crystal seemed to realise how angry Thomas was. She took a step back, trying to put some distance between them. Thomas stepped forward, crowding her.

“I’m sorry,” Crystal said. That was more than Thomas could take.

He grabbed Crystal by the shoulders and slammed her against the wall.

“You’re sorry?” Thomas asked. “You chain me up like a beast and you have the nerve to say you’re sorry? Hypocrite! If you were at all sorry, you wouldn’t have done it in the first place. If you’re going to treat me like an animal, maybe I should behave like one.”

Crystal squirmed in his grip, trying to pull free. Thomas held her pressed against the wall and he reached out for the wolf inside. He felt the prickle of his skin as fur began to grow. He felt the shifting in his jaw like a deep ache as his teeth sharpened. Even the light around him seemed to change as his eyes shifted, sight yielding dominance to scent. Crystal stank of terror and that scent filled Thomas with a strange thrill. After so long being helpless, for once he could feel a taste of true strength and he could remind the world how powerful he really was.

Then pain burst in Thomas’s neck. He let go of Crystal and stumbled back, clawing instinctively at the collar that was shocking him. Crystal, in her squirming, had managed to get hold of the controls. She stood there, trembling against the wall, clutching the controls like a talisman. Thomas snarled at her.

“I suppose you’re sorry about this too,” he said.

The pain stopped. Crystal clung to the controls so tightly her knuckles were nearly white. Thomas stood in front of her and glowered. He could probably get the controls off the human before she could react. He could destroy the thing and be free from shocks, free to do whatever he liked to Crystal or anyone else.

But the Registry would know if the control unit was destroyed. They’d send someone to check and then Thomas would be dragged back to the nearest facility for retraining, or they’d equip Crystal with another control unit. Then Thomas would be back where he started. He could destroy the controls and escape Crystal but, while the chip was still inside him, he could never escape the system.

He could kill Crystal. The thought broke into his mind. He could rip her throat out and leave her bleeding on the kitchen floor. Then he could hunt for the chip without worrying that his master would walk in on him. He could finally find the damn thing and destroy it, cut the collar from his neck and just run. It would be easy. One stroke of his claws.

But then he looked into her face and saw her trembling, scared expression. There was none of the malice that had filled Amelia, or the petty cruelty of the tenders, or the contempt of the others who’d owned him. Crystal was terrified. She’d shocked Thomas out of fear. That didn’t make what she’d done right, but it was enough to hold Thomas back.

He needed to get a hold of himself. He needed to be better than his instincts and his hate. He needed to ensure he still had the chance to hunt for the tracker. He swallowed down his pride and reminded himself that this was just temporary. This was only until he was able to escape once and for all.

He pushed the wolf back down inside him, taking on his human form again. He dropped down on his knees in front of Crystal, forcing his claws to retract. He forced the words out. They sounded more angry than subservient, but he managed to say them.

“How do you wish to punish me, master?”

He looked down at the tiled floor. Much as he wanted to glower at her, he had to salvage this. He remained on his knees, waiting for an answer.

“Just don’t…” she said. “Don’t do that again.”

She fled the room, leaving Thomas on his knees.





Chapter Three


Crystal was, in theory, working on some research into ancient burial rites for one of her clients. The guy had got into university on the basis of his father’s bank balance only to find that doing the research for his essays interfered with his drinking time. So Crystal did it for him. She drew the line at writing the essay, but she unearthed the usual books and articles to reference, along with one or two more obscure ones, and drew up notes that the guy could use as the basis for his arguments. She even pulled out quotes, complete with citations. The guy was Crystal’s most regular customer and he’d pointed a few of his friends in her direction, so she really should get the work done.

The problem was, Crystal kept thinking about Thomas. She was way out of her depth.

She’d gone into the Registry facility knowing it was unlikely Danny was still there and it had become immediately obvious that the staff weren’t going to let her talk to the werewolves and ask her questions. That left her with her back up plan, to spend her inheritance money on a werewolf so she could ask about Danny away from the Registry.

She wasn’t sure why she’d focused in on Thomas. She’d just seen him, chained and trapped, and known that no one could possibly deserve it. Werewolves weren’t humans, but they weren’t animals either. In that moment, she’d pitied Thomas. Now she wondered if it would have been better for everyone if she’d just left him there. She hadn’t even really asked him anything, because his whole attitude had been hostile when she’d started to test her first questions.

All she’d got out of him were bruises. Small sore patches marked the spots on her shoulders where Thomas’s fingers had dug in. Crystal should be calling the facility and admitting she’d made a mistake. She should try to reclaim as much of her money as she could and put it back in her savings account for when she could find Danny, or buy a more cooperative werewolf who might be willing to answer her questions. She should let Thomas go to someone who actually knew what they were doing.

Someone who’d rape him, the thought intruded. If what Thomas said was true, then the people who’d owned him before had hurt him, tortured him, abused him, and then used the collar to punish him for not participating in it. Crystal couldn’t rid her mind of the image of Thomas kneeling at her feet, waiting to be punished. He hadn’t sounded like he thought he deserved it, but seemed so damn certain it was going to happen. Werewolves healed so quickly. Crystal wondered how much worse than bruises Thomas had seen over the years.

Crystal tried to focus on ancient Greek religious beliefs and how they had translated into funeral customs. She had work to do. She needed to get her notes written up and sent off so she could get paid. She’d insisted to her dad that she could support herself with this work and didn’t need his help finding a ‘proper’ job, and she was determined to prove it. That meant closing some projects. Her bank balance was looking about as terrifying as Thomas right now.

 She heard a faint tapping on the door. It was a strangely nervous sound. Crystal wondered how a creature so powerful could manage to make such a small noise.

“Yes?” she called out.

“Lunch is served,” Thomas replied.

“I’ll be right there,” Crystal said. She tried to fight down her fear. She would have to leave this room eventually. She would have to stand in the same room as Thomas.

She stood from behind her desk and reached into her pocket, feeling the control unit for the shock collar. It felt feeble in her hand. Thomas had power in every fibre of his being. All Crystal had was this little lump of metal and plastic. It felt like a puny defence. Still, she walked through to the kitchen.

Thomas was waiting next to the table, eyes downcast. He waited like a slave. Tension showed in his shoulders, like it physically hurt him to stand like that. Crystal felt the control unit beneath her fingers, the plastic casing warmed by her touch. She wondered how many other people had pressed that button to teach Thomas to stand like that.

Crystal let go of the control unit and took her hand from her pocket.

“Do you hate me?” Crystal asked.

Thomas didn’t look up, but Crystal saw a faint reaction, a subtle twitch in his stance.

“Yes,” Thomas answered.

“Because I chained you up?”

“Because you want to pretend you’re better than them. You act horrified that someone could rape me or torture me, but you still bought me like a piece of meat. You still think you can own me.” Thomas looked up, met Crystal’s eyes with a fierce glare and added, his tone full of fury, “Master.”

Crystal had never been hated before. Not really. There had been people at school who’d teased her, who’d used slurs or insults, especially after she and Alex started dating. But those insults had always felt like they were more about some idea of her rather than who she really was. She’d always been able to fake a smile and laugh them off as ignorance and bigotry. There had never been anyone who looked at her with such hate for the choices she’d made. Crystal didn’t like the feeling. It made her want to take a shower and try to scrub off the sensation of loathing. It made her feel like she was covered in something vile, and she didn’t even know how it had got on her.

“Let’s eat,” Crystal said, because it was the only thing she could think of to say. It felt like she’d said and done everything wrong since the moment she’d set foot inside the facility. She wanted to make this right, but didn’t know if it were possible. And all she could think was that Danny might be out there somewhere, looking at some other person with as much hate as Thomas was now directing at her.

She sat down at the table, to the plate of tuna salad Thomas had prepared for her. Thomas sat at the seat across from her. He didn’t start eating until she did. The silence sat heavily across the table until Crystal couldn’t bear it anymore.

“I want to be better than them,” she said. “I meant it when I said I’m not going to rape you. I don’t want to hurt you. If you attack me again, I will,” she added quickly, “but I don’t want to. And I’m not going to make you eat dog food or kneel at my feet or anything like that. All you need to do is keep the house clean and stuff and I’ll be happy. And if you need or want something, you can ask me. I won’t punish you for asking. You understand?”

“Yes,” Thomas said quietly. He wasn’t looking at Crystal.

“You still hate me, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Is there anything I can say or do that will stop you from hating me?”

“No.”

At least he was definite about it.


* * *


Crystal wrapped herself in work. She shut the study door and drowned in books and the internet. She cleared her backlog of petty projects: the student essay research, and fact checking for the couple of writers on her regular client list. Her big, unpaid project was still just a mass of notes and strings on her board, unknowns staring back at her with the photo of Danny’s face. But at least the paid work was getting done.

It was a good thing too, because the bills were still coming in. One had big red letters on the front of it today. She hit send on an email that had her research attached along with a nice invoice, but a quick check of her online bank balance didn’t look hopeful. Crystal sighed. She pulled out her phone and stared at an entry in her contacts list for a long while. She hit the call button.

“Hey, kiddo,” her dad answered.

“Hey, Dad. I may need a little favour.”

“Are you calling me from jail?”

“No.”

“Is there a dead body that needs burying?”

“No!”

“Are you pregnant?”

“God no!” Crystal said. A moment later, she added, “And why is me murdering someone higher on your list than me getting pregnant?”

“Because you’re a smart kid and you know how birth control works. What do you need?”

Crystal hesitated and tried to find a way to say it that would make her sound like a capable and independent grown up. She decided there wasn’t one.

“I need a loan,” she admitted.

“A loan?”

She tried to forestall the conversation about how it wasn’t too late to try to get a degree and that he could help her apply for a ‘real’ job. “Just for a little bit! I’ve got a couple of clients that are about to pay me what they owe, but I’ve also got some bills.”

“What happened to the money Auntie Ivy left you? I thought you were putting that aside so this sort of thing wouldn’t happen.”

“I had some… unexpected expenditures,” Crystal said. Her dad would be furious if she admitted she’d bought a werewolf. A million conversations about how she needed to move on from Danny came back to her. Her dad would be angry that she’d so much as gone near the Registry facility. It wasn’t just that buying Thomas had been a stupid decision as far as fiscal responsibility went.

“Can you just send me something to tide me over?” Crystal asked.

“I’ll wire you over a couple of hundred,” her dad said with a sigh. “Don’t worry about paying me back. Just don’t expect much for Christmas this year.”

“You’re the best, Dad.”

“I’m aware of that,” he said. “Just promise me that you’ll spend some of the money
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