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Her Wolf Protector:

A Snow White Retelling





Demelza Carlton



Book 6 in the Fated Mates of Mirror Academy series



For Tate Mortimer, a fated mate is the ultimate fairy tale. He just doesn't believe he deserves one — not after his father rejected the woman fate chose and tore their pack apart. So when a hydrogeology job sends him deep into the woods, the last thing the lone wolf expects to find is her: a poisoned, ghost-pale woman collapsed in his bed, smelling unmistakably like she's his.

Arwen Snow doesn't have time to be anyone's mate. Her stepmother has been dosing her with her dead father's heart pills, the hospital thinks she did it to herself, and the only way she'll survive long enough to expose the truth is to let this impossibly gentle giant turn her into a wolf.

The bite was supposed to heal her. Instead it traps her in fur she can't shed while her face goes up on missing posters across town. With a stepmother hunting them, a pack waiting for Tate to prove he's just like his father, and a heat neither of them can ignore, the wolf who never wanted a mate must decide how much he's willing to risk to keep her.
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ONE



Life could change in an instant. One moment, you were stepping into a gloriously lit ballroom wearing a striped silk confection in royal blue and gold that made you feel like a royal wedding cake, and the next...all colour drained out of the world with four words:

Your father is ill. 

No further details, except that she was to come at once, and her stepmother had sent a car to collect her. 

A second message from Iselin, her father's driver, followed, with an estimated time of arrival. She was already on her way. 

Arwen took one last look at the lively ballroom, then turned smartly on her heel and headed back to the college coach. The last of the girls was already descending and the driver had his hand on the controls for the doors, already salivating at the thought of whatever he intended to binge watch before he had to collect these same students at the end of the night. 

Arwen glanced at the screen at the front of the coach. Some competitive baking show. Well, that certainly explained the salivating. Some of those cakes looked more tempting than the food at the ball. 

She sighed. She'd have to rely on Iselin stopping for food, somewhere along the way. 

"Stop. I need a lift back to Mirror Academy," Arwen said. 

"Yes, miss." The coach driver took his hand off the lever for the doors. He waited until Arwen had ascended the steps and settled in a seat before he said, "Are you ready to go, miss?"

"Yes, indeed." 

The other girls at the Academy would have thanked him, and Arwen certainly felt grateful, but she knew better than to say so. Most of the other students at Mirror Academy were unaware of the supernatural world around them, or the few drops of supernatural blood in their otherwise human veins, but Arwen wasn't one of them. As the daughter of a fae and a shifter, Arwen had always known her place in this world, and a few others she hadn't yet visited. 

And it was a foolish fae indeed who offered her thanks to anyone, lest they interpret it as a debt owed. 

Lily – late, as usual – stood in the doorway when they arrived, wearing a gown that glimmered like cut crystal in the coach headlights. They exchanged places – Lily took a seat on the coach, while Arwen's heels clacked on the steps to the foyer, and Arwen wished Lily a good night. Something told her change was in the air for Lily, and Arwen fervently wished it would be a change for the better. 

The Academy foyer was empty. All the students had gone to the ball, and all the staff were likely tucked up in their rooms, enjoying the peace and quiet. 

Arwen slid out of her fancy shoes, carrying them in one hand as she headed up the grand staircase in her stockinged feet. The maids would be busy enough helping the girls out of their gowns later tonight – she could pack her own things without disturbing anyone. 

Packing took less time than she'd expected. Perhaps because after four years at the Academy, she'd grown used to clearing her room at the end of semester, and this would be the last time. She'd submitted all her assignments and lab reports, so it had just been a matter of waiting for her final grades and an invitation to the graduation ceremony before she'd be gone for good. Leaving a little early...well, family was more important than anything, and her father was all the family she had. 

So when he called...or when her stepmother called her on his behalf, of course she raced to his side. That's what family was for. 

By the time Iselin had arrived, Arwen had brought her packed suitcases down to the foyer, persuaded Brenda, the Academy cook, to let her make a sandwich from whatever she could find in the walk-in refrigerator, eaten said sandwich plus an apple tart Brenda had insisted she have, before almost falling asleep on the staircase. 

"Is this all, miss?" Iselin asked in the same flat, emotionless voice she'd used all Arwen's life. Between her robotic voice and her iron-grey curls that never seemed to budge even in the strongest winds, Arwen and her father had always joked that Iselin was the original Iron Lady. Her father had once said he'd created Iselin to Lady Lovelace's specifications, but that lady had died before the automaton was complete. Arwen had always wondered if that had been a joke, too, but she'd never been brave enough to ask Iselin about her origins. 

Not to mention the unspoken rule in the supernatural world that you never asked anyone what sort of supernatural being they were. You were supposed to pretend everyone was human until told otherwise. Which was probably a good thing in case you'd made a mistake and you were actually talking to a bog-standard human.

"Yes, that will be all, Iselin," Arwen said as she slid into the back seat of the grey Rolls. Whatever else Iselin might be, she was definitely one of the best drivers in the British Isles, if not the world. The drive home was so smooth, Arwen drowsed the whole way without waking once. 

Until Iselin announced that they were home, of course. 

Arwen scrambled out of the car, heedless of what she looked like. All that mattered was that she didn't waste a moment getting to her father's bedside. 

He was sleeping, his chest rising and falling in a slow rhythm that had Arwen breathing a sigh of relief. She'd been so worried...

"Da? I'm here," she said softly. 

"My heart?" Da mumbled, his eyelids fluttering. 

Arwen gripped his hands. "It's me, Da."

"Arwen. My heart." Da beamed. "You like the dress."

Arwen glanced down. In all her rush to pack and head home, she'd forgotten to change out of her ballgown. "It's beautiful, Da. Thank you."

There were no debts between family. 

"Spun spider silk. Stronger than armour. It will protect you. Must protect you."

Arwen could only shake her head. Spider silk clothes were something people wore in the fae world, not this one. Her father really must be ill if his mind was wandering. 

"What happened, Da? Ravenna said you were sick."

"My heart. My only child. Through all the ages...everything that is mine will pass to you, and you alone. Oh, my heart..." He closed his eyes and stilled. 

Arwen panicked. "No, Da...Da!" She squeezed his hands with all her might. 

He took a slow, shuddery breath. "You must...you must..." Another tortuous breath. "You must remember to claim...your fae..."

Bright lights clicked on overhead, dazzling Arwen. "So you did get my message, even if you didn't deign to respond. You could have at least warned me so that I could get your room ready. Now you'll have to wait here while I wake the maids to do what they could have done last night, if you'd only had the courtesy to send word you were coming." Ravenna clapped her hands and marched out of the room. 

All life left the room with her. 

Arwen turned to look at her father, but it was too late. His limp hands slid from hers, already cooling in the wintry air. Only now could she see that his lips were blue. His heart. Of course, his heart. Damaged in some experiment with electricity centuries ago, but he'd survived this long. Until now. 

"Da?" Arwen whispered. 

Life might have left the room, but something else lingered. Power, of a sort, swirling and angry, like a storm unleashed. It hit her like a tsunami wave, knocking her away from the bed where her father's body lay, before surrounding her, holding her so tight she couldn't move. Could scarcely breathe. Couldn't...

The world went black. 







TWO



Tate was rarely wrong, and even less likely to admit it, but Lowell Shaw had been a better pack leader before he found his fated mate. Okay, he'd improved somewhat since he'd claimed her, but that week in between had been disastrous. Or it would have been, if any disaster had occurred that required a pack leader who wasn't thinking with his dick.

Speaking of which...

"Shaw! Did you hear what I said about the mattresses?"

"Mm." Shaw's eyes were fixed on his mate, who was eating a banana for breakfast. 

Luckily they had two pack leaders now. 

"Pack Leader Sienna," Tate began. "I'm not sure if you're aware, but the Wuffingas Pack has a small retreat in the woods called Tarn Cottage. It's a fairly basic bunkhouse we use for youth group camping trips, where some of the pack's younger members can get used to shifting and hunting in a more isolated environment, before they're ready to join a Full Moon Hunt Party."

Sienna's eyebrows rose as she swallowed the last of her banana. "A private place to practice shifting. What a wonderful idea." 

Oh, fuck. Tate hung his head. "My apologies, Pack Leader. I meant no disrespect. Of course, your first shift was textbook perfect, I understand. But some of our younger pack members who lack your confidence and authority don't transition quite as smoothly, and they benefit from the time away. In fact..."

Sienna held up her hand to stop him. "I meant what I said, Enforcer. You don't need to sell me on the idea – I think it's wonderful. I wish I'd had the opportunity to learn about my abilities in a place like that, but I guess I'm lucky I didn't need it. But if your mate is shifting for the first time, I'd highly recommend a bit of privacy – I'm sure she'd appreciate it, too. So, what about Tarn Cottage?"

For a moment, Tate considered telling her that it was damn near impossible that fate would ever see fit to grant him a mate, and if fate did, it would only be so that the lady could reject him as thoroughly as he deserved. After what his father had done to his mate, Tate didn't deserve one. But that would involve talking about Sienna's late mother, and confessing that he was her half-brother, which would undoubtedly result in rejection of a different kind. 

Tate sighed. "Right, Tarn Cottage. A tree branch came down in one of the autumn storms and damaged the roof, letting the rain in. One of the guys from Sherwood Homes gave me a hand fixing the roof, but by then, there was water damage to all the mattresses in the upstairs bunkroom. The guys helped me cart them down to the tip, but we need new ones. The only bed left with a mattress is the double downstairs, which is on the small side for Ylva or me, let alone however many kids come along. Not to mention there's no predicting when a kid's first shift will happen, so we need new mattresses for the bunkroom sooner rather than later."

Sienna frowned. "And you're telling me this because..."

"I wouldn't know the first thing about mattresses. I'm a hydrogeologist. If you need some water tested, or want to know where to dig a well, or you're wondering why there aren't any natural hot springs in Scotland...except Sanctuary Falls, which is supernatural, in fact. Hot, pure water that bubbles up out of the ground with almost no trace minerals whatsoever...I mean, I'd heard the stories, but now I've taken the samples and seen the test results myself..." Tate stopped, realising he was babbling. "I'm sorry, Pack Leader. What was your question again?"

Shaw set a plate of bacon and eggs in front of Sienna. "Are you saying you've found the source of the contamination in Sanctuary Loch?"

Tate shook his head. "I took samples from all seven water sources. Had them tested for everything I can think of. Bacterial cultures, chromatography, the works. Aside from the weirdness that is Sanctuary Falls, there's nothing unusual in any of them. Either our contaminant is biological or magical, and definitely something I've never seen before. I tried contacting Mirror Academy, to see if they have a magical microbiologist who can help, but they're closed for the holidays. I can get the samples within twenty-four hours, but I don't know who to ask to test them."

Shaw tapped his chin. "I might know a guy. Fannar Snow."

Tate snorted. "The inventor? He's impossible to get a hold of. We've been waiting months on his super-secret new batteries for the Hea Sanctuary power station. Haven't you seen the emails from Verre Electrical Engineering asking about the backup battery system, if Snow doesn't come up with the goods?"

"He's more than an inventor. Chemist, botanist, engineer...he's what people used to call a polymath. I've heard stories...someone told me he was the fae lover Sanctuary Spring was created for. I heard somewhere else that he was Leonardo da Vinci's mentor for a time, too.  I don't know if there's any truth in either tale, but he has been around a while, long enough to pick up a lot of knowledge. It's worth asking him."

Tate threw up his hands. "Fine. I'll get the samples to your office as soon as I can, and you get them to someone who can analyse them. When it comes to beasties with throats too small to rip out, it's outside my area of expertise."

Sienna laughed. "Yep, that's the enforcer who greeted me when I first arrived for your party. Are you still suspicious of me, Tate?"

She was teasing, but he was serious. "No, Pack Leader. It's my job to be suspicious of anyone who isn't pack, or a friend of the pack. I protect the pack."

"And do the water testing for Hea Sanctuary, I understand. To give the pack space to expand. You take care of the water. I'll see to the mattresses," Sienna promised. 

Go to war? Perhaps Sienna didn't understand her unwitting Godfather reference, and Shaw had missed it entirely, but it did make Tate think. 

Yes, Shaw might be more distracted now he had a mate, but Wuffingas Pack had an incredible leader in Sienna Rubens. If she led the pack to war, for whatever reason, the pack would follow. Including Shaw. 

"There's some fresh Scotch eggs in the fridge, if you want to take some of those up to the cottage with you. I had to do something with all the wild boar meat your hunters keep bringing in. I know it's the ultimate in free range pork, but I can only fit so many pork pies in the freezer. Please take some of the eggs."

Sienna was one of the cooks who owned Red Cottage Catering. Her cooking was nothing short of divine. 

"How many can I take?" Tate asked eagerly. 

Sienna threw her hands in the air. "How many can you carry?"

Yes, claiming Sienna as his mate and fellow pack leader was the best thing Shaw had ever done. 
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